
  

The mental health community seldom solicits input from its 

senior members.  In this Issue we talk to four seniors who 

have a lot to say about the mental health system and how it 

has changed in their lifetimes.  We also report on Centers for 

Excellence and Community Updates! 
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Self-help Leads to 
Quality Work 

  By Staff 

   Marilyn Rice is a pioneer be-
cause so far there are only two 
peer specialists designated to work 
with elders in Massachusetts.  We 
met on Nov. 4, 2014, at Eliot Com-
munity Human Services (ECHS) 
on Chelsea Street in Everett, MA, 
where Marilyn works as an ñElder 
Peer Mentor.ò  The grant has been 
running for seven years and em-
ploying a peer specialist for a year.  
The peer specialist funding will 
run for another year.  The other 
agency to hire a peer specialist is 
Community Counseling Services 
of Bristol County.   
   Marilynôs comments about how 
she lives her elder life (she is 60) 
were as instructive as her com-
ments about her work.  She said 
that in her mental health services 
she tends to make her own deci-
sions, and ñIôve had some great 
therapists who have kept giving 
me the same messages for many 
years.ò  She meant ñpositive mes-
sages.  They tell me to give credit 
to myself and not to be so hard on 
myself.ò   
   So, while Marilyn makes her 
own decisions, she reports she has 

a supportive team that knows her 
and knows how to help her in areas 
where she may need help such as 
self-esteem and confidence.  When 
Marilyn is ñpushing herself a lit-
tle,ò her effort is offset by advice 
from the team about what is doing 

too much, as well as praise for 
what she has done already.  She 
clearly brings this peer attitude to 
work, as she helps her peers to 
simply make their best effort to 
be happy and comfortable and 
healthy. 
   Why did Marilyn apply for a 
job working with seniors?  Mari-
lyn replied by demonstrating 
knowledge of the group (elders) 
she now works with.  ñGoals 
change when you get older.  Is-
sues change.ò  Marilyn is really 
keyed into the issues that her old-
er mental health peers are having:  
ñEnd of life issues.  Isolation ï I 
help people get out.  I have start-
ed groups to help people deal 
with isolation, depression, loss.ò  
Beginning early next year, Mari-
lyn will start an elder ñsupport 
and educationò group for ECHS.  
ñIt will address the issues of de-
pression, isolation, the different 
types of loss, end-of-life issues 
plus more.ò    
   She mentioned one peer who 
after years still grieved the loss of 
her husband.  Marilyn said her 
effort in this case is just to sup-
port ñHow much you want to be 
with your husband,ò and help her 
to manage the grieving, if she 
chooses, so it will not take over 
her life.  For this purpose, Mari-
lyn will help her peer make a 
scrapbook of memorabilia of her 
husband, that her peer could ñtake 
out and then put away.ò 
   In her self-narrative, Marilyn 
clearly brings ongoing experience 
with mental health conditions to 
bear on her peer support.  She 
highlights the strategies that help 
her in real life, and shares them 
with her peers at work.  ñWe talk 
about depression, what worked 
for me; sleep problems, medical 
issues.  They deal with arthritis, 
chronic pain.ò   
   While Marilynôs peers might 
experience depression, ñthey 
donôt acknowledge it as a tech-
nical mental illness.  They know 

Marilyn Rice 

they feel bad or depressed and this 
may have been a lifelong issue.ò  
Part of Marilynôs job is to help her 
peers identify areas in which they 
are able to help themselves.  Some 
depression may come from issues 
related to older age.  ñPeople who 
are older may feel useless ï they 
might think, óNow what do I do?ô.  
I point out the things that they al-
ready do or if they look less down 
than last week I will point this 
out.ò 
    One way that seniors with de-
pression can help themselves ac-
cording to Marilyn is to ñget out of 
their environment. ñ  For this pur-
pose, Marilyn encourages her 
peers to go to their local Senior 
Centers.  Mystic Valley Elder Ser-
vices has a companion program 
that Marilynôs peers can some-
times access.  This service will not 
be useful if the senior will not al-
low the strange person to come in.  
It is a credit to Marilyn that she 
has built trust with each of her 
peers so they will allow her into 
their private lives.   
   Marilyn sees one of her primary 
responsibilities as the empower-
ment of her peers.  ñOlder people 

(Continued on page 3) 

ñGoals change When 
you get older.  Issues 
change.ò 
-Marilyn Rice 


