


HOW TO DISCUSS DIFFICULT ISSUES

The truth is that not all families are as tightly
knit as we would wish them to be, especially
when it comes to talking about truly thorny
subjects. Parents and children may have
struggled with communication in the past,
but “if a foundation for cooperation doesn’t
exist already, it’s crucial to establish one now,”
notes AARP’s eldercare guide. Sometimes

one sibling may have a closer relationship to a
parent, and may have an easier time initiating
a discussion.

Experts advise that adult children start an
ongoing conversation with their parents—
about retirement, senior living, health care and
end-of-life issues--when they’re still relatively
young and healthy.With so many topics to
tackle, and so many emotionally charged

issues, it is never a good idea to try to wrestle
with them all at once. Most important are
opening the lines of communication, creating
a positive tone for the interaction and having
everyone understand that the discussions
should continue.

Several strategies help keep dialogue from
freezing up. Pick a calm time when the
discussion won’t be interrupted.Try not to
be judgmental-focus on hearing the elders’
concerns, and allaying their fears whenever
possible. Ask open-ended queries to solicit
as much information as possible, but don’t
grill them with an endless list of questions.
Respect elders’ sense of vulnerability, and
return to touchy topics later if they seem
uncomfortable. But focus on critical safety-

related issues as soon as they arise, and
pursue these firmly.

Some resistance is natural. Addressing
sensitive areas, such as finances or personal
care, requires both finesse and compassion.
Sometimes it actually helps to bring in a
neutral (but trusted) outsider to mediate the
discussion of specific issues - a clergy person,
doctor, lawyer or counselor, for example.

Make clear that the point of discussing these
issues on a frequent basis is not to invade
your parents’ privacy or to control their lives.
The goal is to make sure that they continue to
live as they wish - as freely and independently
as possible, safe and happy and well cared

for, in the manner that makes them feel
comfortable...this will allow the entire family
to live more worry-free as well.

CHECKLIST: CREATING AN ELDERCARE PLAN

Developing a plan to care for elders is a lengthy process. But the most important point is to have
an overall plan, and not just to juggle one crisis after another when they happen. Fortunately,
extensive resources exist to help you create and carry out a strategy. Look for guidance online,
in books and from community agencies. (See Resource Box.)

One thing every expert recommends: “You must become a note-taking dynamo,” according to
AARP’s guide.As you research and then interact with those who can provide assistance to your
elders, keep detailed records of everything you do. Here are some basic steps to take as you
start to build your family’s eldercare blueprint:

v Open dialogue: Emphasize that the elders need to communicate their wishes clearly so that
their choices can be honored. Acknowledge that discussing the issues can be difficult, but that it
is necessary.

/Identify priorities, preferences and fears: Find out what is most important to the elders
as they age. How do they define independence? What living situation options appeal to them if
and when staying in their home is no longer possible? Are there family members willing or able
to serve as caregivers!? Or would the elders prefer paid help? What most scares them about
aging!

v/ Organize paperwork: Review insurance coverage. Assess finances, and whether elders need
assistance with long-term financial planning or day-to-day management, such as bill-paying and
budgeting. Make sure important end-of-life documents (wills, living wills, powers-of-attorney) are
current.

v/ Assess abilities: How capable is each elder of performing basic activities of daily living?
Everything from self-care to social engagement, pill-taking to transportation, should be evaluated.
Quality of life can decline in barely perceptible ways, and the elderly are at great risk for depres-
sion as their worlds slowly contract around them.

v/ Evaluate available resources: Research options - agencies to provide help for elders
to stay in their own homes, as well as alternate living arrangements. Assess ideal situations
in light of financial realities.

v/'Determine needs: Healthy elders may need little assistance in the short term. But
getting them support with simple, small things early may pay a preventative dividend - a
telephone medication reminder service, or help with housekeeping and yard work. Even en-
couraging them to enroll in a strength training class for seniors may help them stay in their
homes longer, preventing falls by improving balance and muscle strength.

Needs will increase over time, and the care plan will have to adapt and evolve. But getting
it off the ground early makes the challenging task more manageable.With the tough stuff
handled, the family can concentrate on enjoying the grandparents’ golden years.

[JHugh Delehanty et. al., Caring for Your
Parents:The Complete Family Guide. [New
York: Sterling, 2008.] Practical advice from
AARP experts on every aspect of eldercare,
from nuts-and-bolts details of managing
paperwork to the emotional impact of
changing family dynamics.

“Ohttp://assets.aarp.org/external_sites/care-
giving/index.html: Caregiving homepage at
AARP’s website provides comprehensive
planning advice, as well as helpful interactive
and multimedia features.

“Bwww.agis.com/Eldercare-Checklist/:
Extensive range of checklists and
assessments—everything from evaluating
driving skills and assessing home safety to
recording doctor’s visits and comparing care
facilities.
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Summary:

that may not be easy.

ELDERCARE

(D Aging shifts the natural
balance between elderly
parents and adult children,
requiring physical and
psychological adjustments

(DFamilies should begin the ongoing conversa-
tion about difficult eldercare issues long before
a medical crisis arises, so parents can fully
express their wishes and concerns.

{@The heart of good eldercare planning is early
preparation, so resources and needs are clearly
identified well in advance.
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