When your aging parents need help: 
3 steps to reduce  the worry 

by Maria Cerino, Seniors Helping Seniors®, Stonington CT 
You know your parents want to stay in their own home.  You worry about them – what if Mom falls, what if Dad forgets to take those pills in the morning?  You do your best to get to their home as often as you can, sometimes every day – but you have your job, your children, your spouse to care for as well.  And maybe you live a three hour drive away, or even an airline flight away; you may not get there as often as you wish you could. 

Does your Mom need help to get dinner ready or to use the stove, someone to go through the fridge every now and again and to make up a shopping list, someone to take care of the laundry in the cellar, someone to accompany her to doctor appointments -- and sometimes, someone to just sit and visit and chat about the old days.   You may wonder, should you worry about that forgetfulness every now and then, or is it just the normal aging process?  Are there things you should do to make her house safer, to prevent a fall?  
Thousands of families are facing these questions and many more like them.  As we all begin to live longer, we find that these extra years are not necessarily healthy years.  It is a major issue for our society and for many families – how can we help our elderly stay independent in their own homes, where they desperately want to remain, while keeping them safe  -- and while still maintaining our own “normal” lives ? 
Step 1: Assess your parents’ needs  

There is help available to guide you as you assess the situation.  Your mom or Dad’s primary care doctor is the first expert to help sort through physical and psychological needs.  In some situations, specialists may need to be consulted – particularly for those diagnosis associated with the general aging process.  As medical or psychological needs due to aging become more complex, consider scheduling a geriatric evaluation, where a geriatrician and a care manager are available to assess all aspects of an aging person and can make independent recommendations about care needs, non-medical assistance, equipment that can help (shower chairs, bedside commodes for evening use, handrails, etc), when to consider a live- in facility, and more.  They can offer advice about modifications to make a home safer, ways to minimize falls, and how to best communicate with someone losing their hearing, for example.  Sometimes it is that extra help with the day-to-day issues that we need the most. 
Step 2:  Review all your options and come up with a PLAN 
Once you have a solid assessment about your mom or Dad’s abilities and needs, together you can develop a plan to meet your own family’s needs.  For the best plan, look into all the options for different types of care, support, information.  If you decide to keep a parent in his own home or yours, or even in an assisted living facility, you may determine that additional help is needed – or you might decide that you can  handle everything yourself or by splitting care with extended family members.  Scheduling Adult Day Care at a facility for a couple days every week might work well for socialization.  If you need someone to check in on mom at home during the day while everyone else is at work, or to visit because you don’t live in the area or can’t visit enough yourself, consider a companion.  
A companion can provide all kinds of non-medical support:  preparing meals, cleaning up, doing the laundry, working on craft projects, medication reminders, bathing assistance, and lending a helpful hand and a listening ear.   
Having this kind of support at home for Mom or Dad can ease the stress of family caregivers who may already be spread too thin.  And for families who live too far away to provide support in their parent’s home, a companion for Mom can make the difference between staying home or moving to assisted living or other arrangements.  
In some situations, such as a return to home after a stay in a hospital and/or rehabilitation facility, a companion may be one of several resources helping Mom or Dad at home.  You may have nurses,  physical therapists, home health aids and others visiting for specific purposes – checking vitals, developing physical therapy plans, helping with bathing. A companion can help fill in gaps such as re-organizing rooms to make it easier to reach things while minimizing risk of falling, getting and sorting through the mail everyday, making and serving meals, emptying the trash, running errands, doing the laundry and other household chores. 

A companion can be a temporary helper, during a rehabilitation period or for a “respite” period while the rest of the family is away on vacation; or a permanent part of the living situation.  Some companions are scheduled to come by for just a few hours every week to keep the house running smoothly, or they can visit every day for a few or several hours to help care for those who need help.  There are many options available.  Once you decide what level of care your family needs, you will need to find out where to get that kind of care in your area. 
Step 3:  Talk to your local resources to find out WHERE TO GET the help you want
Become familiar with your local resources who specialize in helping elderly citizens, to make it easier for you to find out what services are available in your own area.  In eastern Connecticut, Senior Resources - Agency on Aging (www.seniorresourcesec.org) offers a wealth of information for seniors and for care providers, including educational events, listings of a variety of service providers, brochures from local businesses and resources, housing information, Alzheimer’ support, and more.  Visit your local Senior Center or call your town’s municipal Agent on Aging to find out what resources are available in your community, both from the public sector as well as privately.  Meals on Wheels, transportation via the senior center, heating assistance and other benefits might be available, depending on your situation. 
By assessing your family’s needs, developing a plan for WHAT you need, and then collecting information from your local resources to find out WHERE to get the services needed, you can reduce some of the worries related to aging parents.  Know what help you need, and where to get it, so you don’t have to do everything yourself.   And realize that sometimes you have already done everything that should be done, and you can r-e-l-a-x knowing that you’ve covered all the bases – and you’re ready for whatever is next ! 
