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Abstract
During adulthood, ages twenty-five to sixty-five, several changes begin to occur within the individual.  While bodies grow more mature and minds continue to master already learned material, individuals in this stage of the lifespan also go through more difficult changes including windfalls, illness and even death for some.  According to Berger (2008), adulthood is a long sweep punctuated by events.  The following case study will examine a female, Amy,[footnoteRef:2] going through adulthood.  By experiencing firsthand the struggles of depression and loss, along with additional health problems, theories such as selective optimization with compensation will be applied to her life in order to achieve a better understanding of the individual being studied. [2:  Name has been changed for confidentiality purposes.] 












Case Study:
Female in Adulthood, Age 50
	Adulthood is generally a time of growth and good life experiences.  During this stage, individuals get married, have children, pursue careers and then later watch as their children grow into emerging adults themselves.  However, every individual during this stage of life does not have the best of experiences.  The particular individual being studied in this case is a fifty year old female who has been diagnosed with depression.  Upon observation, it has been concluded that this individual, Amy, can be categorized as going through stage six of Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory.  The Escape Theory (Explanations-Theories: Escape Theory, 2002) and Selective Optimization with Compensation (Berger, 2008) are also applicable to Amy’s particular case.  Amy also suffers from hypothyroidism, which can account from some of her troubles with depression and anxiety.
	Amy has previously been diagnosed with depression.  Growing up in an abusive home with a father who suffered from alcoholism along with being overweight for a vast majority of her childhood and adolescent years are contributing factors to her depression.  In her blog, “Living around the Blues,” Anthea Rowan (2009) compares the process of slipping into depression with a child falling from a table and knocking dinner onto the floor:
That’s how it feels to watch a person slip into depression.  You can see what’s about to happen, you can see a catastrophe unfolding, but you are completely powerless to do anything about it . . . And you know you’ll never be able to fix it, not without knowing there will always be cracks.  Even if nobody else can see them, you will always know they are there, a fragility beneath the façade.
                                                                                                     [Rowan, 2009, p.1]

In addition to suffering from depression, Amy also has hypothyroidism.  Hypothyroidism is the most common thyroid problem in the United States which affects approximately fourteen million Americans, most commonly women (Smoot, 2009).  In his research about thyroid disease, Doctor Alan Cohen (2009) found a correlation between thyroid disease and depression.  According to Cohen, thyroidism appears to “numb” the post-synaptic receptors for adrenalin, dopamine and other neurotransmitters.  Dopamine, in particular, is a neurotransmitter associated with movement, attention, learning and the brain’s pleasure and reward system (AllPsych, 1999).  Problems with the brain’s pleasure and reward system could also affect emotions within an individual, thus further contributing to the symptoms of depression.
	The Escape Theory states that many of the activities in which individuals indulge help them to get away from their lives, or their characters, with which they are not happy (Explanations-Theories: Escape Theory, 2002).  This theory goes on to explain that various individuals indulge themselves with hobbies or participate in extreme sports, even going as far as attempting suicide, in order to try to escape from some aspect of their lives.  The escape theory is applicable in Amy’s life and can be seen within the activities with which she is involved in.  For example, this particular individual spends a large amount of time participating in organizational clubs that require a large amount of time and involvement.  In addition, Amy is very involved with pen-paling, an activity which also requires a large portion of her time.  It is very possible that this individual is using these various activities as a means to escape from the reality of her everyday life.
	Stage six of Erik Erikson’s stages of adulthood, Intimacy versus Isolation states that:
Adults seek intimacy – a close, reciprocal connection with another human being . . . This process begins in emerging adulthood and continues lifelong.  Isolation is especially likely when divorce or death disrupts established intimate relationships.
					
						[Berger, 2008, p.578]

Since she was taken out of work because of her medical conditions, Amy has become accustomed to spending a large portion of her time alone.  Major events that have occurred in her life, such as both of her children marrying and moving away from home as well as the recent loss of her closest friend, have ultimately pushed Amy to spend even more time alone.  It has been concluded that while Amy is receiving some intimacy, she is experiencing even more isolation, often spending several hours alone each day.
	Along with dealing with depression, Amy is also dealing with issues related to her self-worth and self-concept.  Seymour Epstein drew attention to the distinction between one’s personality and their self-concept (McCrae, 1990).  Epstein suggested that people develop a view of themselves in early adulthood and then they cling to that image of themselves throughout their life, despite the various changes in their true nature.  This theory would imply that an individual’s self-concept guides their behavior.  According to Paul Gelinas (1984), the absence of conditions that are vital to the psychological well-being of an individual can cause that person to be blocked emotionally and become frustrated.  Gelinas went on to say that “this frustration leads directly to anxiety . . . [and] loneliness then may emerge.”  While many people think of sadness and depression as synonymous, clinicians recognize that a depressed person also has mixed feelings of pessimism, hopelessness and possibly anger (Plutchik, 2003).
	Feelings of inadequacy have led Amy to feel self-conscious.  She is overly concerned with what those around her think of her.  This outlook has brought about unneeded struggles with anxiety to Amy’s life.  It appears as though Amy views herself using the looking-glass self.  The looking-glass self is a concept developed by Charles Cooley that says an individual’s self-image is based on how they think others see them (Macionis, 2009).  This idea can be destructive because in cases where people think others view them in a negative light, they will, in turn, view themselves in the same negative light.
	In order to better cope with the circumstances of her life, it is apparent that Amy uses a method known as selective optimization with compensation.  This theory, developed by Paul and Margaret Baltes states that:
People seek to optimize their development, looking for the best ways to compensate for physical and cognitive losses and to become more proficient at activities they can already do well.

						[Berger, 2008, p.567]	

Amy is not able to participate in many physical activities, such as going on a hike or riding a bicycle, due to her health.  Because of this, Amy has trained her attention on the areas of her life in which she excels, as well as doing the things that she enjoys.  Amy is a homemaker and she has mastered her cooking skills, as well as maintaining a neat and tidy home.  Amy has also focused a large amount of time on being a supportive and nurturing mother and wife.  The only downfall of her devotion to everyone around her, primarily her own family, would appear to be the neglect of herself.  Amy seems to put others above her own self and that could be another contributing factor to her depression.  It seems as though she often feels like those around her, those that she cares the most about, do not have the time or energy to devote the same amount of time to her as she devotes to them.  It is very well possible that this single factor could add to the view that Amy has of everyone seeing her in a negative light.  By those in her immediate circle, namely her husband and children, not paying as much attention to her that she needs, or desires, Amy could develop deeper feelings of uselessness.  These feelings could add to the low self-image and the low amount of self-worth that Amy already attributes to herself.
	Each stage of the lifespan is a time of biosocial, cognitive and psychosocial development within the individual.  Thus, individual growth is an ongoing process marked by several ups and downs, as well as obstacles that must be faced by everyone at every stage of life.  As is shown through Amy, adulthood can be a difficult time, with personal struggles.  This stage of life can be a time when the reality of life catches up to an individual and they really have to take the time to examine where they stand in the scheme of things.  Likewise, adulthood can be a time of learning, of growth, of loss and depression.  As is evident in Amy’s situation, the act of providing for others, along with the affects of traumatizing childhood experiences have enveloped Amy with a low sense of self-worth and, sometimes, overwhelming feelings of depression.  Amy has, however, in turn developed personal tools to help her deal with the problems going on in her everyday life.  By using the Escape Theory, along with selective optimization with compensation, Amy has learned how to momentarily escape from the aspects of her life that she deems unattractive and, instead, focus her attention on activities that she enjoys and that she can perform at a level that is personally satisfactory.  
	It could be concluded that the actions of escaping and them compensating are the ways in which Amy is able to momentarily avoid her feelings of isolation.  While it is evident that adulthood is generally a time of joy and of achieving personal goals, it has also become clear, by observing more closely an individual who does not always feel joyous, that adulthood is also a time of maturation and self-discovery. 
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