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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Highlights in psychology of aging: impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on older adults




The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on the lives of many individuals globally. Older adults, specifically, were deemed more susceptible to the infection and its consequences when compared to their younger counterparts. The lockdown disrupted their daily routines, overwhelmed hospitals made it difficult to access timely healthcare services, the economic recession resulted in financial loss, mass quarantine led to separation from family members, and limited internet access and lack of smartphones posed difficulties in using digital technologies (Yang et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020; Weil et al., 2021). Indeed, soon after the outbreak, it was identified that age is a determining factor for both mortality rates and susceptibility to virus transmission (Bonanad et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2020).

Despite high vulnerability to the COVID-19 infection, older adults report higher resilience and better psychological adjustment compared to their younger counterparts during the pandemic. In particular, older age is related to less anxiety and depression (Bruine de Bruin, 2021), higher positive affect, lower negative affect, and lower reactivity to negative events facing the pandemic (Klaiber et al., 2021). Reasons for such age differences are multifaceted. Proactive coping strategies may aid older adults in adjusting to the pandemic threat (Pearman et al., 2021), while young adults' psychological wellbeing suffers more due to the impact of the pandemic and quarantine measures on their daily lives and social relationships (Birditt et al., 2021; Klaiber et al., 2021). Best et al. in the current topic, conducted a 29-wave survey and found that older adults consistently experienced less psychological distress over the entire 16-month pandemic period. The presence of anxiety and depression diagnoses did not affect the decrease in age differences over time. Similarly, Serrao Hill et al. examined the correlation between mental health symptoms and happiness in older adults, both before and after the pandemic was declared. They found that older adults who reported higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms showed higher happiness levels after the pandemic, compared to their pre-pandemic levels of happiness. Moreover, Fu et al. demonstrated that even older adults who are at High Risk of Cognitive Impairment (HRCI) were able to emotionally cope with the negative stressors brought on by the pandemic. In fact, these individuals exhibited a reduction in negative emotional states during the remission period as compared to the outbreak period, indicating their ability to manage the pandemic-related stressors. These studies suggest that older adults' resilience and experience with challenging life events have helped them develop effective coping strategies to better manage stressors during the pandemic (Lind et al., 2021; Rapisarda et al., 2023).

The presence of social support networks seems also to contribute to older adults' emotional wellbeing during the pandemic (Cavallini et al., 2021). Jiang and Carstensen found that older adults preferred to interact with emotionally close social partners over novel social partners both during the peak of the pandemic and after vaccines had become available. Serrao Hill et al. found that having a close social partner contributed to higher levels of subjective wellbeing among older adults. These findings suggest that a close partner can promote older adults' wellbeing, even in a stressful situation. Conversely, according to Panes Lundmark et al. low social network satisfaction emerged as a key predictor of persistent loneliness among older adults both prior to and during the pandemic. Of note, Sams et al. found that a substantial 83% of older adults were concerned about the disruption of their social activities as a consequence of the social restrictions implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, the findings of these studies highlight the importance of supporting older adults in maintaining meaningful social engagement as a mean of managing stressful situations, including those associated with the pandemic.

Considering that in older adults there is a natural decline in cognitive functioning, it is conceivable to hypothesize that long period of quarantine may indirectly lead to feelings of reduced cognitive efficiency due to disruptions in daily routines (Fiorenzato et al., 2021; Maggi et al., 2021, 2022; Santangelo et al., 2021). Interestingly, Panes Lundmark et al. revealed that, although cognitive impairment did not emerge as significant risk factor for situational and persistent loneliness, cognitive impairment was more frequent within individuals living in persistent loneliness than individuals that did not experience loneliness. Conversely, Fu et al. did not reveal an influence of participants' behavioral and emotional coping skills on cognition. Sutton et al. examined whether poorer psychological and physical wellbeing was associated with worries about cognitive functioning and concerns about developing dementia in older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. These authors revealed that 25.1% of participants reported concerns about their cognitive health, and that these worries were significantly related not only to poorer psychological wellbeing but also to worse physical conditions in terms of fatigue and poorer sleep quality and quality of life.

It is worth pointing out that both subjective cognitive decline (Tsapanou et al., 2019) and cognitive impairment (Wennberg et al., 2017) appear to be associated with sleep problems in older adults. The above relationships mentioned above may become more pronounced during times of extreme hardship, like the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on data from 914 elderly individuals, Almonds et al. observed that 71% of participants had a pre-existing sleep disorder, and certain conditions worsened during the pandemic, notably insomnia in women and obstructive sleep apnea in men. Individuals with primary education displayed higher sleep latency in comparison to those with a Ph.D., indicating an influence of educational level on sleep latency. In addition, disturbances in sleep were correlated with symptoms of depression, anxiety, and irritability in older individuals. It is plausible to suggest that during a difficult period, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the practice of social distancing and isolation may further intensify existing sleep problems and psychological distress in the older population, ultimately resulting in more adverse health status outcomes (Lebrasseur et al., 2021).

In summary, the articles included in this Research Topic provided us with valuable insights into the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on the overall wellbeing of older adults, and also offered potential strategies to enhance the physical and mental wellbeing of the aging population in the aftermath of catastrophic events such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
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