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A Study of Spiritual Needs of the Elderly
in Nursing Homes:
Their Search for Meaning of Life

Nobuo Okamoto*

m Abstract

“I want to hurry up and die,’

s

and “There is no point in a long life, and I
don’t want to keep living like this.” Many elderly suffering from chronic ailments
when they enter nursing homes, and while being alarmed at fears of physical and
mental collapse, have limited contact with society, suspecting that “in spite of be-
ing alive, their lives are losing value.” That is, they have a type of spiritual pain
in which they can be said to feel both a loss of meaning as regards their own pur-
pose and existence, and an existential void. The objectives of implementing social
welfare are support for “purpose in life” and* self-actualization; > therefore today,
how should we consider the internal distress in the elderly that stems from such a
loss of purpose in life?

Indeed in recent years, nursing facilities have been guaranteeing the necessi-
ties of life in order to increase the quality of life (QOL) of the elderly. Addition-
ally, consultation business such as social work include the development of detailed
livelihood support, and medical care systems being put in place. Furthermore,
these are implementing a range of leisure activities, with many services being pro-
vided at multiple levels. However, in spite of these, the spiritual pain being felt by
the elderly is not being confronted, and this is related to their unfulfilled feeling
of purpose, and value of their existence. In such circumstances, spiritual care re-
builds value from the relationship between the things that transcend the self even
in the finite nature of human life and in conditions in their everyday life, and of-
fers aid to the elderly in finding value in their own lives.

Consequently, this abstract has clarified these issues, taking into consideration

the following.

*Kawasaki University of Medical Welfare
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One of the constructs of spirituality is the search for meaning, but people’s
search for meaning often goes unrequited in many areas of their lives, which leads
to spiritual pain in the form of loss of meaning and existential vacuum. From
there arises the desire to search for meaning-to find that lost meaning and purpose
within oneself.

The results of PIL tests based on logotherapy theory regarding meaning and
purpose showed that elderly residents of nursing homes feel existential vaccum,
including loss of purpose, an empty feeling and meaninglessness, to a high degree.
This indicates the presence of spiritual pain on an existential level. Therefore, the
manner in which to pursue this search for meaning and its directionality will not
form a functional foundation dependent on objectives; instead, this will form a
functional foundation based upon how to recognize value in ones own existence.
Furthermore, faced with the realities of life’s finite nature in the form of illness,
suffering and death, elderly residents of nursing facilities that suffer from existen-
tial vaccum and other such spiritual pain seek appropriate attitudinal value in en-
deavoring to attain meaning in their lives in the reconciling of these with self-
transcendental experiences, and are thereby striving to fulfill their need to seek
meaning.

Therefore, at the same time as understanding the spiritual pain such as exis-
tential vaccum felt by the residents at nursing homes for the elderly, it is vital for
caregivers to be aware of the attitudinal value patients can derive from the recon-
ciliation of such aspects with self-transcendental experiences as a way of feeding
spiritual needs, and of the primordial power that exists within the human essence
to seek meaning in life whatever conditions one may be in.

In reflecting upon the well-being of the elderly, this abstract will take a holis-
tic view of all elderly people. Consequently, this will provide a new functional
foundation in order that the practice of welfare can be reconsidered, including in a
spiritual area, in addition to hitherto psychological and sociological frames of ref-
erence in the field of social welfare. This means that with these inquiries into the
spiritual aspects of the elderly in this research, we may be able to contribute to-
wards discussion regarding the “human well-being” in The Study of “Social re-
search for the Enhancement of Human Well-being,” which is the topic of this
COE program.

Key words: Care of the elderly, spirituality, self-transcendence, logotherapy





