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Abstract

Objective—Current research suggests that older cancer patients report less distress compared to
younger cancer patients. However, this research has generally not teased apart the differences
between general distress, anxiety, and depression.

Methods—We conducted a secondary analysis of merged datasets using cross-sectional data on
736 men with prostate cancer (Mean Age 68+10 years of age, range 50 to 93). Approximately half
the participants were recruited from doctors’ offices throughout the United States and the other half
from Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center (New York, NY). Participants were asked to complete
the Distress Thermometer, the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), the FACT-P Quality
of Life questionnaire, and a demographic questionnaire.

Results—Aging was related to reduced distress (r=—0.14), less anxiety (r=—0.22), and increased
emotional quality of life (r= 0.16). In contrast, aging was associated with greater depressive
symptoms in these cancer patients (r= 0.18). The mean depression scores of 5-year cohorts
consistently trended upward. The significant association between age and depression remained after
controlling for stage of disease, hormone therapy use, time since diagnosis, and social, physical and
functional well-being.

Conclusions—Despite theoretical and empirical evidence that older cancer patients may cope
more effectively than younger cancer patients, depressive symptoms remain an important concern
for aging cancer patients and greater attention to this area is warranted. The increase in depression
is in contrast to some findings in the general aging literature, raising the possibility that this trend is
unique to older cancer patients.
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Introduction

Aging issues in cancer are becoming more prominent as age projections suggest the number
of geriatric cancer patients will increase in the next 20 to 30 years. Currently, the elderly
comprise 61% of cancer survivors®, while 60% of new cancer diagnoses and 70% of cancer
deaths occur in people over the age of 65. For the elderly, there are a number of physical and
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social factors that may compound a diagnosis of cancer, making it more difficult to cope,
contemplate different treatment options, and deal with the side effects of these treatments.

With the difficulties associated with aging, it may not be surprising that depression is relatively
common among the elderly. Physically healthy older individuals experience significant levels
of depression (10-20% in the community and primary care settings?). Among the elderly with
chronic illness, depression (15-25% or greater in medically ill groups?) often interferes with
the ability to make treatment decisions and adhere to lengthy treatment regimens3~7. A
diagnosis of cancer is often accompanied by an increase in distress, depressive symptoms, and
uncertainty 8:°. For older patients, the presence of physical aging-related problems, co-morbid
medical conditions, and their symptom burden, can overwhelm their coping ability, potentially
leading to increased vulnerability to distress, anxiety, and depression10: 11,

Despite this increased vulnerability, initial research has shown that younger adults with cancer
have a higher risk of reporting psychological distress than older adults with cancer.%:12
Although there is still relatively little research on the effects of aging on cancer and
survivorship, age appears to be related to the overall cancer experience % 13: 14,15 To illustrate,
in a study of psychological distress in ovarian cancer patients, all women in the sample
experienced a significant amount of anxiety, however younger patients experienced more
distress than older patients8. Younger cancer survivors have been found to be more negatively
affected by the cancer experience than older adults, and are more likely to change their resulting
behaviors because of it. % 17, 18

Some authors have suggested that age may serve as a protective factor against psychological
distress related to cancer®. Blank and Bellizzi outline three broad theories which help explain
why older patients may handle a cancer diagnosis better than younger patients . The three
theories are 1) Erikson’s psychosocial theory, focusing specifically on increased wisdom in
later adulthood; 2) specific developmental tasks such as shorter time perspective for goals, and
3) different life trajectories and experiences. As individuals age, they often become more
inwardly-focused, 19 20; develop a shortened time horizon 21, become more selective in their
goals aimed at improving emotion regulation and prioritization; and are better able to manage
their emotions?2—24, Taken together, these perspectives provide a theoretical explanation as to
why older cancer patients report lower distress than younger adults with cancer, and may be
better equipped to deal with the psychological distress associated with this new life challenge.

The literature to date has examined the differences between younger and older cohorts of
patients. Yet, there has been little research focusing on how distress is related to age within an
older cohort of patients. In addition, previous research has generally examined “distress” as
opposed to distinguishing the differences among anxiety, depression, and distress. This is not
surprising since there is often a lack of clarity in the literature about what is meant by “distress”
or “emotional well-being.” Distress is generally considered to be a combination of feelings
such as worry, anxiety, fear, and depression. The most common assessment of distress is an
efficient one-question screen (i.e. The Distress Thermometer) which is used to determine if
further evaluation should be considered2>. Emotional-well being is commonly assessed within
quality-of-life measures, and like distress, also combines the constructs of anxiety and
depression 26, Emotional well-being scales are usually longer (around 4 or 5 questions) and
are considered more psychometrically sound as compared to the one-question distress
measures. Although these concepts and scales are useful for indentifying general distress, they
lack the ability to make the distinction between anxiety and depression. We believe this
distinction is important in order to assist clinicians to better understand and treat psychological
difficulties in this population.
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Given that there are over 180,000 men diagnosed with prostate cancer and over 30,000 deaths
occur from the disease on a yearly basis 27, it is important to aim research efforts at examining
the role of psychological distress, anxiety, and depression in this group. Based on the literature
reported above, we hypothesized that distress, anxiety and depression would decrease as
patients grow older, whereas emotional well-being would increase across these age ranges.

The study is a secondary analysis of the combination of two separate samples, both
investigating distress, anxiety, and depression in men with early and late-stage prostate cancer.
The first database (as previously described in Roth et al., 2003), consists of data from 385 men
diagnosed with prostate cancer who were recruited from genitourinary clinics throughout the
United States 28. The second database (as described in Roth et al., 2006) is based on 367 men
drawn from the Urologic and Genito-Urinary Medical Oncology clinics at Memorial Sloan-
Kettering Cancer Center 29,

When combining both databases, 752 subjects were available for this pool. Of these subjects,
16 subjects were missing data on one or more of the measures used in this study, and as a result,
736 participants were included in the analysis. The eligibility requirements for both studies
included English fluency, diagnosis of prostate cancer, age greater than 18 years, and
monitoring of prostate serum antigen (PSA) levels. Men who met these requirements were
informed of the risks and benefits of study participation and provided written informed consent.

Patients who met the eligibility criteria stated above were asked to complete a series of seven
self-report questionnaires as they waited for their doctor’s visit. The questionnaires were
completed before they received the results of their PSA test for that specific visit. Data from
four of these questionnaires were analyzed in this study: The Distress Thermometer 25, the
Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy Scale-Prostate Cancer Version (FACT-P) 26, the
Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) 30, and a demographics questionnaire which
included treatment course and co-morbidities.

The Distress Thermometer is a 1-item visual analog scale (picture of thermometer), which asks
patients to rate their distress on a 0 to 10 scale with higher numbers indicating more distress.
The FACT-P is a questionnaire consisting of a 27-item quality-of-life scale (FACT-G) 31 32,
divided into four groups (Physical Well-Being, Social/Family Well-Being, Emotional Well-

Being, and Functional Well-Being), and 12 items specific to prostate cancer 26. The HADS is
a 14-item questionnaire with two 7-item Depression and Anxiety sub-scales.

Statistical Analysis

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics were reported for the demographic information. Correlation coefficients
were calculated for the relationship between age and psychological variables. We divided the
sample into 5-year cohorts to graph the relationship between age and the mean scores of the
study variables. Multiple regression was used to control for potential confounding variables.

Participant Characteristics

The average age of the 736 prostate cancer patients was 68+10 (50 to 93) years of age. The
majority of the sample was Caucasian (88%), while 8% were African-American 2% were
Hispanic, 1% identified as Asian, and 1% identified as “Mixed.” Most participants were
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married (83%), and 58% had at least a college degree. Approximately sixty percent of the
sample had early stage prostate cancer (58%) and the mean time since diagnosis was 4.5+ 4
years.

Relationship among age, distress, emotional well-being, anxiety, and depression

Aging was related to reduced distress as measured by the Distress Thermometer (r=—0.14, p
< 0.01), lower scores on the HADS Anxiety subscale (r=—0.22, p < 0.01), and higher scores
on the FACT-P Emotional Quality of Life subscale quality (r=0.16, p < 0.01). In contrast,
aging was associated with greater scores on the HADS Depression subscale in these cancer
patients (r= 0.18, p < 0.01).

To graphically illustrate these relationships, we divided the sample into 5-year cohorts. The
specific age cohort and number of subjects in each cohort are displayed in Table 1. We then
graphed the relationship between age and the mean scores for each 5-year cohort for each
variable. Figure 1 and Figure 2 display the relationship between age and Distress Thermometer
scores, and age and FACT-P Emotional Well-Being scores, respectively. The relationship
between Age and the HADS Anxiety and Depression scales are depicted in Figure 3.

Since we were most interested in anxiety and depression, and the notion that anxiety decreases
while depression increases seemed most incongruent with initial assumptions, we decided to
focus on anxiety and depression in multivariate analyses. We selected potential confounding
variables by reviewing the literature in cancer, and where possible specifically in prostate
cancer, that identified variables that have a potential relationship with anxiety and
depression33—36, These variables are: stage of disease, hormone therapy, time since diagnosis,
social networks, physical function, and loss of functional ability. As such, along with age, we
included stage of disease (early vs. late), use of hormone therapy (currently using hormone
therapy or history of hormone therapy vs. other), time since diagnosis, the FACT Social Well-
Being subscale, the FACT Physical Well-Being subscale, and the FACT Functional subscale
in two multiple regression analyses, one predicting anxiety and the other predicting depression.
When predicting anxiety scores, the regression equation was significant (F= 38.69, p < 0.01)
and explained 31% of the variance in anxiety scores. Importantly, age remained a significant
predictor of anxiety scores (standardized beta = —0.23, p <0.01) and accounted for 5% of the
variance in anxiety scores (i.e. change in R2). The other significant variables were FACT Social
and FACT Functional. FACT Functional was the strongest predictor explaining 11% of the
variance in anxiety scores. The variables that were not significant predictors were disease stage,
hormone therapy, time since diagnosis, and FACT Physical. When predicting depression
scores, the regression equation was also significant (F = 54.80, p < 0.01) and explained 39%
of the variance in depression scores. Importantly, age remained a significant predictor of
depression in this equation (standardized beta=0.18, p < 0.01) accounting for 3% of the variance
in depression scores. The other variables that were significant predictors were disease stage,
FACT Physical, and FACT Functional. Again, FACT Functional was the strongest predictors
explaining 15% of the variance. The variables that were not significant in this model were
hormone therapy, time since diagnosis, and FACT Social.

We were also interested in understanding if these trends in anxiety and depression were
clinically meaningful. Figure 4 displays the percentage of men scoring at or above the cutoff
score of 7 to indicate clinically meaningful levels of anxiety or depression on the HADS
subscales. Cutoff scores of 7 and 8 have both been proposed for the HADS subscales 37. We
choose the lower cutoff score because our work in defining clinically meaningful cutoff scores
suggests that lower scores on the HADS depression subscale are more accurate in predicting
depressive symptoms for those 70 years of age and older38. As depicted in Figure 4, the
percentage of men scoring over the cutoff for anxiety consistently decreases with age, while
those scoring above the cutoff for depression consistently increases with age.
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When examining both the means of anxiety and depression (Figure 3) and those scoring above
the designated cut-off (Figure 4), a shift from anxiety to depression seems to occur at age 75.
Before age 75, the percent scoring above the cutoff for anxiety is higher than depression. After
75, this shifts, and percentages are higher for depression than anxiety. We used this natural
separation point to assess if this change in those scoring above the cutoffs was statistically
significant. The percentage of men who scored above the cutoff for anxiety who were under
the age of 75 was higher than those over 75 (31% vs. 17%, x2 = 11.97, p <.01). For depression,
less men scored above the cutoff score who were under age of 75 than those who were older
than 75 (17% vs. 25%, x~ = 6.81, p < .01).

Discussion

The current study helps clarify the relationship between age and psychological variables such
as distress, anxiety and depression within a sample of older prostate cancer patients. Results
support a pattern suggesting overall distress and anxiety decreased with age, whereas
depressive symptoms significantly and consistently increased with age. Additionally,
emotional well-being increased with age. These findings in a sample of men with prostate
cancer elucidate how age may be related to anxiety, depression and distress in a consistent and
predictable fashion. The strength of the relationships reported here are considered small (i.e.,
correlations between 0.14 to 0.22, and age accounted for between 3 and 5% of the variance in
anxiety and depression scores), however the fact that age remains a significant predictor of
anxiety and depression after controlling for multiple variables including functional well-being
in older cancer patients lends support for the significance of these findings.

When placing these findings in the context of cancer, these results are important and potentially
surprising because current research suggests that older cancer patients report lower levels of
psychological distress than younger cancer patients®. A natural conclusion from this literature
supports the focusing of psychosocial services toward younger cancer patients. However, this
literature has generally not teased apart the differences between general distress, anxiety, and
depression, and has not looked within an aging sample. Our data suggest that older cancer
patients report less distress and anxiety in addition to improved emotional well-being as they
age. It is also important to note that the Distress Thermometer is used as a clinical screening
tool, and the subscale of QOL measures that assesses emotional well-being are often used in
research as a primary measure of the psychological state of cancer patients. From the data
presented in this analysis, it appears that distress and emotional well-being are loading more
on anxiety than depression. In fact, of the 5 questions on the FACT Emotional Well-being
scale, 3 assess anxiety symptoms, 1 assesses sadness, and 1 assesses hope. These primary
assessment tools may be distracting attention from increased depression, potentially masking
the need for services for older cancer patients.

It is also surprising to see the crossover between anxiety and depressive symptoms as these
two symptoms are generally thought to be co-morbid3?. As stated in the introduction, older
adults as compared to younger adults demonstrate better emotion regulation, a more generative
perspective, and a shifting of goals'® 21: 40, Of note, there appears to be a larger emphasis on
an inwardly-focused rather than externally-focused perspective in later adulthood 22. Thus, it
may be possible that as cancer patients age, they become more inwardly focused and reduce
their interaction and responsibilities with the external world. This implies that not only do the
issues related to cancer (e.g., cancer diagnosis, fear of recurrence, deciding on treatment, coping
with the lasting side effects of treatment) impact older cancer patients differently than younger
cancer patients, but also that older cancer patients may have developed a distinct way of coping
with these issues. For older cancer patients decreasing emphasis on externally-focused
perspective may explain the reduction in anxiety and general distress (e.g., cancer has less
impact on work, family responsibilities, other activities related to external responsibilities), yet
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the inward focus and less interaction with the outside world may leave older cancer patients
alone in coping with a cancer diagnosis, fear of recurrence, deciding on cancer treatments, and
managing the side effects of treatment. The general result for older cancer patients may be
increased susceptibility to depressive symptoms as opposed to younger cancer patients.

Theses data also support the important emphasis on depression in the general aging literature.
The aging literature indicates that depression is one of the most frequent causes of emotional
distress in older adults and is one of the top five concerns faced by the elderly today 41+ 42,
Given that the average time since diagnosis for men in this analysis was 4.5 years post
diagnosis, it is important to compare these results to those in the general literature on age and
psychological adjustment. However, the literature examining changes in depression and
anxiety by age has produced inconsistent results with a number of studies supporting the
hypothesis of improved psychological adjustment as adults grow older3=49. For example, in
a comprehensive review of epidemiologic studies across the life span, Jorm (2000) concludes
that aging seems to be associated with a decreased susceptibility to distress, anxiety, and
depression, measuring each construct separately.#4 Scott et al. (2008) reported in a sample of
over 42,000 adults worldwide that depression and anxiety disorders decreased from the ages
of 50 to 90 despite the prevalence of chronic physical or pain conditions in older adults*3.
Nguyen et al (2006) report in a sample of over 2,000 subjects, depressive affect as measured
by the CES-D remained stable for those over 70 years of age*®. When comparing our results
to this general aging literature, it is possible that our results (i.e., increasing depression with
decreasing anxiety) may be unique to cancer. Despite the time since diagnosis in this sample
of 4.5 years, issues of fear of recurrence, coping with side effects of treatment, and disease
advancement may require continued treatment based on their psychological impact on this
sample. This conclusion would only highlight the need for increased attention on depressive
symptoms in older cancer patients. However, we cannot conclude this with certainty as our
study does not include an age-matched comparison group without cancer. In addition, since
prostate cancer is a disease of older men (70% diagnosed are over the age of 65) these data do
not include younger adults. Despite this, the principal aim of this analysis is to help understand
the primary psychological concerns of cancer patients within a sample of aging patients as
opposed to determining if these results are unique to this population.

In view of these results, we specifically suggest oncologists focus on effective screening and
diagnosis of depression in this population. Unfortunately, diagnosing depression in older
cancer patients can be specifically challenging®0. Depression and depressive symptoms are
generally underdiagnosed in both cancer patients and older adults 1. One primary difficulty
in recognizing depression in cancer patients is that many symptoms of cancer and side effects
of treatment overlap with the symptoms of depression. For example, significant weight loss,
sleep problems, fatigue/anergia, difficulty concentrating, and thoughts of suicide may be either
symptoms of depression or symptoms of cancer and/or its accompanying treatment side effects.
A challenge in diagnosing depression in older adults is that older adults tend to report fewer
cognitive symptoms such as self-criticism, guilt, and sense of failure and more somatic
symptoms of depression such as sleep problems and stomach aches than do younger adults.
51,52, 53, 54 \\e suggest first assessing the gateway symptoms of depression (i.e. anhedonia
and depressed mood), then attempting to differentiate symptoms of depression from the cancer
itself, and lastly, focusing on novel symptoms that may be unique to depression and not cancer
such as patients’ general malaise, diffuse somatic complaints, hopelessness, and mood
variation (see Weinberger, Roth and Nelson, 2009 for a more thorough review). Thus,
recognizing depression in older cancer patients combines the difficulty of diagnosing
depression in both cancer and in the aging, which decreases the chance of proper recognition
and treatment.
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Of note for clinicians who work with men with prostate cancer, anxiety has always been a
major concern for these men 28, In fact, our work has discussed how anxiety tends to be the
most often experienced psychological symptom for men with prostate cancer, as estimates of
anxiety in men with prostate cancer have hovered around 33%, while depression has been
estimated between 12 and 15% 3°. The data from this current study indicates that for men with
prostate cancer over the age of 75, there may be a shift with a greater percentage of men
reporting depressive symptoms as opposed to symptoms of anxiety.

This study is notwithstanding limitations. The current study was a cohort design. so even
though age differences were found, longitudinal work will be necessary to further test these
relationships. Since the sample for the current study was older prostate cancer patients, the
results may not generalize to women, or younger patients with other types of cancers. Future
research should aim to test age differences with both women and men. In addition, there was
no formal assessment of cognition, and cognition has been found to correlate with depression
in late life. However, all participants in the study were able to comprehend the informed consent
and complete the packet of questions without any assistance. Thus, we believe there were no
individuals with moderate to gross cognitive deficits.

Conclusion

The current study helps clarify the relationships between age and psychological variables such
as distress, anxiety and depression within a sample of older prostate cancer patients. Results
support a clear pattern of how overall distress and anxiety decreased with age, whereas
depressive symptoms significantly and consistently increased with age. Continued research is
needed to explore the association between age and psychological variables in a more varied
sample and in a longitudinal fashion. In sum, clinicians should be aware that older cancer
patients may display reduced distress and anxiety, yet still be struggling with depressive
symptoms.

Learning Objectives
1. ldentify how aging affects anxiety, depression and quality of life

2. State two potential explanations for a tradeoff between anxiety and depression in
older prostate cancer patients

3. Compare the literature on depression in general aging populations versus an aging
cancer population
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Figure 1.
Age and Mean Distress Thermometer Scores
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Age and FACT Emotional-Well Being Subscale
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Figure 3.
Age and HADS Depression/Anxiety Scale
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Figure 4.
Percentage who meet cut-off scores of > 7
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Table 1

Age cohorts and number of subjects in each cohort.

Age Cohort | N
50 to 54 44
55 to 69 95
60 to 64 112
65to 79 150
70to 74 141
75t0 79 102
80 to 84 46
8510 93 26
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