Caring for Aging Parents

Starter Checklist

Adapted from various geriatric care resources.

Malce a Senior Care Plan

O

1.

w

Create a safer and more accessible home. You may need to take steps to
minimize injuries and promote independent living.

Understand your parents’ financial status.

a. If they’'ve saved for “a rainy day,” it's time to support their awareness that senior
care is part of that rainy day plan.

b. Also check if they currently receive Social Security benefits or may be eligible.

Gather essential legal documents. These include wills, trusts, durable power of
attorney, advanced medical directives, etc. You may also want to look into elder law.

Find preferred types of caregiving. Options include in-home care (via family and/or
professionals), assisted living, memory care, nursing home, or a senior living
community.

Investigate their health insurance. See if your parents have any long-term care
insurance or coverage for any other types of senior health care and elder care.

Create respite care plans. These plans provide relief for you or another family
member to get a break from doing most of the caregiver for your parents at home.

Convincing your parents - five benefits to having a senior care plan:

a. They'll be financially able to receive high-quality care.

b. They’ll have control of the process and the outcome.

c. They can enjoy the luxury of time and no-pressure space.
d. They can give the gift of peace of mind to their loved ones.
e

. They can begin implementing smaller steps so they’re ready for the bigger ones.

Recognize & Identify Red Flags

O 1. Losing significant amounts of weight - once seniors stop eating well, weight can

drop dramatically, especially in house-bound seniors who rarely get out and about.
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a. Options like meal planning with a caregiver, Meals-on-Wheels, or having a
caregiver or family member prep some meals each week can make a tremendous
difference.

0 2. Decreased hygiene habits — forgetting to shower, neglecting to shave, overlooking
the need to launder their clothes, and eating from dirty dishes are some of the most
commonly noticed issues. Hygiene is one of the first things to go when seniors
struggle with cognitive decline, when they get lonely and depressed, or when fatigue
or malnourishment get the best of them.

a. Homecare services can ensure laundry is done, beds are made, dishes are clean.
They can also help your parents with basic self-care tasks as needed to ensure
cleanliness and hygiene.

O 3. The cupboards are bare — look in the refrigerator and pantries. If things look
sparce, or your parent who loved to cook is now living on saltine crackers and
cheese sticks, some type of assistance will likely be helpful to ensure your parent(s)
are well-fed.

0 4. Mail is piled up and unopened, including bills — check in to make sure bills are
being paid. If this type of pile-up of mail is unusual, it may be a sign of inability to
keep up with the executive function of extra day-to-day tasks. This can lead to
serious financial trouble, as well as make aging loved ones more susceptible to
senior scams if they get confused about what and who they’re paying.

0 5. The house is in a state of disarray — not just basic clutter, but unclean to the point of
becoming a major health and hygiene issue. Hiring a weekly housekeeper can be a
good first step to ensuring the home remains livable and manageable.

0 6. Dents, dings, and scratches — we're talking about the car. Take a quick peek: has it
been driven lately? If not, check in on that. If so, are there any dents, dings, or
scratches that seem new? Aging parents could be involved in fender benders due to
poor eyesight, delayed reflexes, medication side effects or failure to take them, or
general confusion.

a. Cadent monitoring and assessment of safe driving is highly recommended to
ensure continued safety with driving.

b. Driving assessments and rehab are available via local outpatient occupational
therapy centers.

c. If deemed unsafe, various community senior ride options may be available,
including PACE.

O 7. “Funny” stories about getting lost — getting lost along familiar routes is not normal.
Not being able to find the car in a grocery store parking lot more than once is not
normal. Wandering aimlessly on a daily walking route is not normal. These can all be
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signs of early dementia or Alzheimer’s disease, and it is certainly scary to all
involved. For seniors who want to remain independent, these scenarios are easily
written off as jokes so everyone remains in denial, but you must take these stories
seriously.

a. A formal evaluation for dementia can be completed by a medical professional to
help guide further care.

0 8. They seem tired, lethargic, or exhausted — everyone slows down as they age, but
seniors who are happy, healthy, and mentally sound typically have a fair amount of
energy, even if it's just to walk out and get the paper, play cards with friends, or have
a daily active routine.

a. If your parent seems tired, lethargic, or complains about being exhausted all the
time, something else may be going on.

b. Possible explanations to include poor eating habits, lack of physical activity,
depression/loneliness, medication complications, not taking medications as
prescribed, development of new medical conditions, etc.

c. Schedule an appointment with your parent’s PCP for a full check-up to ensure
any underlying issue is addressed appropriately.

O 9. Increased falls — falls are the #1 leading cause of decline in senior populations.
Along with risk of traumatic brain injuries, senior falls can lead to surgical treatment,
requiring use of sedation and anesthetics, which can lead to further complications.
Increased falls are typically linked to physical and cognitive decline in seniors who
were previously completely healthy, fully mobile, and independent.

a. Creating a safe and accessible home is a great start to decreasing risk of falls.

b. Formal therapy evaluations can also assist with detecting risk factors and creating
care plans to mitigate those risks.

c. Regular visits from home care aids can provide frequent reinforcement of safety
procedures.

d. Everything seniors do to remain stronger and healthier will reduce their risk of
falls.

0 10.A disastrous medicine cabinet — there are a lot of new medications you didn’t
know they were taking, old mediation bottles with lapsed prescriptions, pill bottles
that have more pills than they should based on the date and frequency of the
prescription, etc. are all signs of difficulty with medication management. Losing task
of medications can start a domino effect of physical and mental complications that
are difficult to recover from.
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a. Medication organizers (i.e., pill boxes), reminders (i.e., alarms, verbal reminders),
and frequent check-ins can be essential to keeping your parents’ health on track.

Get Financial Planning Pieces in Place

O 1
o 2
O 3

Get your siblings and professionals involved — have a meeting with all of your
siblings to discuss parents’ finances to avoid resentful situations and/or decisions.
Consider contacting professionals that your parents already trust (physicians,
attorneys, accountants, financial advisors, etc.). By bringing in outside authority, it
may avoid qualms your parents may have about being directed by their kids.

. Begin the conversation gently — properly framing the discussion is essential.

Consider introducing the subject as if you’re asking rather than offering assistance.
For example, state that you are thinking about your long-term financial stability, and
ask your parents what steps they took to prepare for retirement. Asking this question
may give you insight into their current financial situation.

. Get a financial overview — income, expenses, budget.

a. Income — document all sources of income (includes any retirement benefits such
as Social Security, pensions, etc.)

b. Expenses — determine monthly expenses and expenses paid annually or semi-
annually (i.e., insurance, taxes). Once annual expenses are determined, add
them together divide by 12, giving you their total monthly expenses (minus food
and entertainment).

c. Create a budget — use the above information to create a monthly budget and start
saving for unexpected costs (if not already set aside previously).

. Simplify finances — while majority of seniors are somewhat resistant to online

banking, if you take the time to walk them through the process and assist them with
setting up auto payments, they will avoid missed payments, and thus eliminate late
fees and hassles that go along with them.

a. If your parents have their financial assets distributed among several financial
institutions, talk with them about consolidation.

b. Seek permission on whether you can monitor their finances to ensure everything
is in order.

. Legal matters — should your parents’ health begin deteriorating, a legal authority is

needed to make health and financial decisions for them. Ask your parents to appoint
a durable power of attorney (DPOA). In the event that your parent becomes
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incapacitated, this legal document allows the appointed proxy to make decisions for

them.

a. Living Trust — similar to DPOA; allows a proxy to manage an individual’s estate
should they become incapacitated.

b. Will — stipulates the handling of your parents’ estate following their deaths. If your
parents create a will, they need to appoint an executor.

The Executor — manages the descendant’s accounts until the distribution of
the estate’s assets is complete and obtains the paperwork necessary to
address the descendant’s open accounts.

State Probate Court — wills are subject to state probate, which means that
upon the death of an individual, their last will and testament is presented to
the probate court. A lawyer and judge provide for the individual’s assets to be
distributed in an orderly fashion. There are costs associated with this
process.

c. Trust — functions as its own legal entity; not subject to probate court; avoids costs
associated with a second-state probate for property in another state; remains
private (compared to wills which are public). Trusts are ideal for individuals with
substantial assets since it allows one to avoid the expenses associated with
probating a will. At the same time the trust is created, a pour-over will is drafted.
Individuals can place their property in a trust during their lifetime, but ownership is
essentially given to the person named in the trust.

d.

Pour-Over Will — designed to allow an individual to retain some property until
their death. Upon death, the property in the pour-over will is transferred to the
trust for distribution. The individual creating the pour-over will is required to
specify how their assets are to be distributed, as well as if the courts (public)
should become involved vs everything handled by the lawyer and executor
(private).

Although creating a trust is more expensive than creating a will, a trust provides

more flexibility. Also, a trust does not go through the probate court, and therefore,
no court fees are paid.

Make Sure Daily Nutritional Needs Are Met

0 1. Nutrition is key to healthy aging — having nutritional, easy-heat meals, and snacks on
hand makes a tremendous difference in general energy levels and health.

0 2. You may need to bolster your elderly parents’ meals via senior support services such
as Meals-on-Wheels or have grocery shopping and meal prep done for them.
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a. These services can be started a few times per month and then increased as

needed.

b. This is a good way to introduce resistant parents to in-home services so they are

more willing to make the most of needed services down the road.

Prioritize Routine Exercise & Activity

o 1

2.
O 3
O 4

Like nutrition, routine exercise and activity are another foundation for healthy aging.
Caring for elderly parents includes encouraging them to continue walking, swimming,
taking senior-specific exercise classes, and so on to keep up with their strength,
stamina, and balance.

The combination of eating healthy foods and exercising is proven to prevent the
onset of cognitive decline and slow the progression of Alzheimer’s disease and other
dementias.

. If your parents aren’t as mobile as they once were, make sure they have

modifications necessary to remain active, including mobility aids, exercise
bands/home exercise equipment, and ideas for exercising from a chair or
wheelchair.

. The internet and local senior centers have loads of resources for keeping seniors

moving and engaged.

Schedule Access for Favorite Activities & Social Gatherings

O 1
o 2
O 3
O 4

Assess their ability to transport themselves — modified driving vs complete stop.

This is a critical point in the aging process because social engagement and
community are essential to emotional and mental well-being.

. Based on a joint effort by The Hartford and MIT Age Lab, AARP created this free,

online Webinar: We Need to Talk, on how to assess and discuss senior driving
ability.

. Like meal services, there’s a range of senior transportation services available that

can be set up occasionally. Over time, these services can be used more regularly to
ensure your parents are keeping their medical, healthcare, personal, and self-care
appointments, attending religious services, getting together with friends, and running
errands.
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Monitor Medication

O 1
o 2
o 3

If you notice your parents are experiencing negative symptoms or are in a
pessimistic state of mind, it can sometimes be due to their medication (or forgetting
to take their medication).

. Make sure their medications are monitored and evaluated for contraindications or

conflicts.

. Use medication reminders, especially if you suspect they are failing to take their

medication altogether.

Meet with Home Care Agencies &/or Tour ALFs

. Schedule assessments with licensed home care agencies.

. Tour senior care communities in your area.

a. 55+ retirement communities

b. Independent living facilities (ILF) — often offer tiered services to assist with higher-
level daily tasks such as groceries, meals, housekeeping, errands, and
community transportation.

c. Assisted living facilities (ALF) — offer tiered services starting from managing
meals and medications to full-time assistance with all basic self-care needs
(bathing, toileting, dressing) and mobility (transfers, walking, getting in/out of
bed).

d. Memory care units (MCUs) — specifically recommended for mobile elderly living
with dementia.

. One benefit of doing this early — you can proactively identify top picks while your

parents are still able to contribute to the conversation.

. Another benefit of doing this early — you’ll have immediate resources you can trust if

and when the time comes that your parents need more help than you can provide.
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