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Introduction
Aging leads to physical, cognitive, emotional and social changes 

manifested in a heterogeneous way and exposes the elderly to stressful 
situations.1 The way in which these modifications are experienced 
differs according to multiple factors, including personality and 
coping, facing a more or less stressful environment,2 which could be 
related to different levels of psychological distress. In addition, the 
current context of the COVID-19 pandemic has particularly affected 
the physical and mental health of older adults, representing a risk 
factor for the development of symptoms of anxiety and depression.3

Personality traits reflect characteristic patterns of thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors, and imply consistency and stability across different 
situations and over time.4 The Big Five Factor Model5 proposes five 
personality traits: neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, 
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Neuroticism is considered 
maladaptive per se, and high levels indicate greater anxiety, sadness, 
emotional instability, impulsivity and vulnerability; on the other 
hand, high degrees in the remaining traits involve mostly adaptive 
aspects.6–8 This model5 states that personality is made up of traits that 
remain relatively stable throughout the life cycle, particularly from 30 
to 60 years. In old age, this stability gradually decreases, leading to 
changes, without existing a widespread consensus about the way in 
which the traits behave in this age group.9,10 

Coping strategies to stress include cognitive and behavioral 
efforts developed to manage and tolerate internal and/or external 
demands -stressors-, whose approach is evaluated as exceeding of 
the individual’s resources.11 Active forms of coping, which involve 
direct efforts to resolve a conflictive event, are usually described 
as successful and adaptive. On the contrary, passive forms imply 
the absence of confrontation and avoidance behaviors, considered 
less successful and maladaptive.12 However, its effectiveness varies 
depending on the stressful situation occurred and the persons’ 
available means, resulting in more or less adaptive coping.13 No 
consensus has been found on the use of coping strategies since the 
predominant trends and its evolution in older adults has not yet been 
determined.14Nonspecific psychological distress includes physical, 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral symptoms which are common 
to a variety of mental and psychiatric disorders; in other words, not 
specific to a single psychopathological disorder.15 It is considered a 
state of emotional suffering characterized by anxious and depressive 
symptoms,16 hindering the adequate response to vital demands and 
social development and interaction.17  Due to the heterogeneity of 
aging, older adults may experience varied degrees of psychological 
distress, from healthy aging patterns with absence of distress 
symptoms, to psychopathological ways of aging with the presence 
of symptoms that increase in intensity and frequency, resulting in 
diagnostics of mental disorders, such as anxiety and depression.18,19 

These multiple psychological variables that intervene in old 
age demonstrate the complexity of late adulthood. The purpose 
of this work is to expose the relationship between the previous 
variables and their particularities in older adults, also taking 
into account the current context of COVID-19, contributing to 
knowledge in the scientific field and improvement of mental 
health.

Relationship between personality 
traits, coping strategies and nonspecific 
psychological distress

Some authors propose a theoretical association between personality, 
coping and psychological distress. Despite the flexibility in the use of 
coping strategies, there is a tendency to use more frequently those 
associated with personality predispositions,6,20,21 considering that 
personality is more stable than coping.22  Furthermore, the presence 
of anxious and depressive symptoms reflect maladaptive ways of 
coping with stressful situations.16 Although a small number of studies 
explored the relationship between these variables in older adults, the 
most relevant results of recent investigations are presented below.

It has been proven that higher levels of neuroticism indicate a 
predominant use of ineffective coping, while lower levels of this trait 
are related to the use of adaptive and successful strategies. These 
considerations reflect neuroticism as a maladaptive trait, associated 
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Abstract

The study of older adults has gained relevance in recent years. Although personality traits, 
coping strategies, and nonspecific psychological distress are related to mental health, they 
have not been studied in depth in this age group. The main purpose of this review was 
to address the interaction between these variables, considering adaptive and maladaptive 
aspects, and clarifying their specific characteristics in older adults. The current context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic represents a risk factor and a challenge for individuals in this age 
group, influencing both physical and mental health.
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with the absence of resolutive behaviors and inappropriate handling 
of the source of stress. On the contrary, higher levels of extraversion, 
agreeableness and conscientiousness involve less use of maladaptive 
strategies, which is considered an indicator of successful adaptation 
and mental health.16

Active and stressor-directed coping strategies are associated with 
fewer symptoms of distress, while passive and avoidant coping is 
associated with higher levels of psychological distress.23

Finally, personality is related to psychological distress in adults, 
including older adults; while neuroticism is positively correlated with 
anxious and depressive symptoms, the remaining personality traits are 
associated with lower levels of psychological distress.24–26 

To conclude, coping strategies could be considered as an internal 
mediator between personality traits and psychological distress in 
adults,27 and between stress and psychological distress in older 
adults.23 Therefore, personality influences the use of more or less 
adaptive coping strategies, affecting the levels of psychological 
distress experienced. Further studies of these variables may be 
relevant to clarify the behavior of older adults in the current context 
of the pandemic, promoting the creation of specific interventions that 
contribute to mental health.

Conclusion
This review evidences the relationship between personality traits, 

coping strategies and nonspecific psychological distress in older 
adults. The way in which these variables interact will result in a more 
or less effective adaptation to changes and diverse situations that 
occur in old age, influencing mental health.

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all age groups worldwide, 
but particularly the elderly, considered a high-risk group due to their 
physical and mental vulnerability. As a result, strong measures were 
implemented to prevent the virus spread, such as social restraints, 
social distancing and strict quarantine, which have increased concerns 
about mental health in older adults.28 The worldwide occurrence of 
infectious diseases is closely related to symptoms of psychological 
distress, as well as physical and psychological pathologies,29 with a 
prevailing influence on mental health.30 During the current pandemic, 
a large number of older adults have experienced symptoms of distress, 
including anxiety, depression, and stress; additionally, this emotional 
response was more noticeable than other age groups.28 

Bearing in mind this sanitary context, it is considered of the utmost 
importance to generate mental health interventions aimed at older 
adults, particularly for those with a greater prevalence of neuroticism, 
passive coping and psychological distress, characteristics whose 
maladaptive effects could be accentuated at a time of great global 
crisis and vulnerability, in order to promote a better quality of life and 
a healthier longevity. 
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