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Abstract

This research explores how mindfulness and recreational therapy programs can reduce depression and anxiety among residents in long-term care. Many older adults experience emotional challenges such as loneliness, loss of independence, and physical decline. Medication alone often does not address these complex needs. This study highlights how non-pharmacological, person-centred approaches — particularly mindfulness and recreational activities — can enhance emotional well-being and quality of life in care home settings.

Introduction

[bookmark: _Int_iUDq14LM]Mental health is a crucial part of overall well-being, but it is often overlooked in long-term care environments. Older adults in residential and nursing homes frequently experience depression and anxiety due to loss of independence, limited social interaction, and chronic illness (World Health Organisation [WHO], 2023). While medication is commonly prescribed, it does not always address the emotional or social factors that influence mental health. This study aims to explore how mindfulness and recreational therapy can act as effective, non-pharmacological interventions to support emotional health in long-term care residents. By focusing on holistic, person-centred care, this research seeks to promote approaches that value individuals as whole people — addressing their emotional, social, and psychological needs (NHS England, 2022).


Research Topic Identification

[bookmark: _Int_Obb6k8vg]Mental health problems are highly prevalent in care home settings. Research indicates that up to 40% of care home residents experience depressive symptoms (British Geriatrics Society, 2021). Anxiety is also common, often linked to physical illness, cognitive decline, and isolation. Poor mental health can lead to lower participation in daily activities, decreased motivation, and increased mortality rates (Mann, Richards & Shaw, 2019).

[bookmark: _Int_YTUi8F4R][bookmark: _Int_LE5KbQDN]The environment in care homes can unintentionally worsen emotional health due to rigid routines, lack of meaningful engagement, and limited autonomy. Care staff often prioritise physical health tasks such as hygiene, medication, and nutrition, leaving less time for emotional support. Therefore, effective, and feasible interventions that promote psychological well-being are urgently needed in these settings.

Research Methodologies

[bookmark: _Int_6Vb0UzxZ][bookmark: _Int_1zs0XWip]A mixed-methods approach would be appropriate for this study. Quantitative data can be collected using validated tools such as the Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS) and the Generalised Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7). These instruments help measure changes in depression and anxiety levels before and after participation in mindfulness and recreational therapy programs.

[bookmark: _Int_ogcPQ289]To complement these findings, qualitative methods such as interviews or observation can explore residents’ individual experiences and emotional responses. This combination provides a deeper understanding of both measurable outcomes and the subjective impact of these interventions. It also aligns with evidence-based practice, ensuring decisions are informed by both research and lived experience (Crewel, 2017).

Data Collection and Context

Mindfulness Programs

Mindfulness is about being aware of the present moment with openness and acceptance. Practices such as meditation, deep breathing, or guided relaxation help individuals regulate emotions and reduce stress. Evidence shows that mindfulness improves mood, reduces anxiety, and enhances quality of life (Keng, Smoski & Robins, 2011).

[bookmark: _Int_cldJ838a][bookmark: _Int_ebigA66y]In long-term care, mindfulness can be adapted for older adults who may have mobility or cognitive limitations. For example, short, guided sessions led by trained staff can promote calmness and focus. Chen, Zhang and Lin (2020) found that a six-week mindfulness program significantly reduced depression among elderly nursing home residents, who also reported better sleep and emotional balance. Mindfulness can also benefit care staff by reducing workplace stress and fostering more compassionate interactions with residents (Whitebird et al., 2013).
Recreational Therapy Programs

Recreational therapy includes creative and social activities such as art, music, gardening, or gentle movement. These activities promote enjoyment, social connection, and self-expression — all of which are important for supporting emotional health in later life. Studies show that participation in recreational programs can reduce loneliness and depressive symptoms (Austen & McGrath, 2019).

[bookmark: _Int_UUHJrGBg]A study by Lee, Park and Kim (2021) found that a 10-week recreational therapy program improved mood, social connection, and self-esteem in older adults. Such activities encourage residents to engage in group settings, build friendships, and reconnect with their personal identities — outcomes that can greatly reduce feelings of isolation.

Integrating Both Approaches

Combining mindfulness and recreational therapy may create even stronger positive effects. Integrating mindfulness principles into creative or physical activities — such as mindful art, mindful gardening, or mindful movement — can promote focus and relaxation simultaneously.

[bookmark: _Int_LuwLzsMH]While staff training and organisational support are needed for implementation, these interventions are cost-effective and sustainable. They also align with the principles of holistic and person-centred care, focusing on residents’ individuality, dignity, and emotional well-being (Health Education England, 2020).

Ethical Considerations

[bookmark: _Int_EOVt1z2A]Ethical conduct is essential when working with vulnerable populations such as older adults in care homes. Participants may have physical or cognitive impairments that affect their ability to give informed consent. Researchers must ensure that participation is voluntary and that residents fully understand what is involved. Confidentiality, respect, and dignity must always be protected under the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) and the Data Protection Act (2018).

[bookmark: _Int_3NuknXdS]Activities must also be adapted to each individual’s physical and cognitive abilities to prevent frustration or discomfort. The ethical principle of do no harm should guide all aspects of the study design and practice.


Conclusion

[bookmark: _Int_J8Hvgfni]This research highlights the importance of addressing mental health in long-term care through non-pharmacological, person-centred approaches. Mindfulness and recreational therapy have both been shown to reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety, while also promoting relaxation, self-expression, and social interaction.

Integrating these interventions into daily care routines can help residents feel more engaged, valued, and emotionally supported. Moreover, promoting mindfulness among staff can create a calmer, more compassionate care environment.

[bookmark: _Int_YUlw9JdQ]Ultimately, this study contributes to a growing body of evidence that supports holistic, emotionally responsive care for older adults — ensuring that their psychological and emotional needs receive the same attention as their physical health.
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