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THE
EVERYTHING®
GUIDE TO CARING 
FOR AGING PAR ENTS 

Dear Reader, 

doubt facing a major change in book, you are no up this in the near future. If Getting you’ve picked very real possibility we will have your life or anticipating the old, life. We all hope, by the time we get old is a fact of accomplished our goals, realized at least one of our dreams, and still have a little money left to live on. We hope we will have good health, not too much pain, and be able to remain independent. Hopefully, we will still have family and friends who like us and are willing to come around to visit and help us out occasionally.

We certainly don’t want to be a burden to anyone. We hope we can manage our own care and that if we need a little help, we hope we still have a little something to offer in exchange or maybe along the way we have paid it forward enough that we aren’t asking for too much now. We hope we’ll have our wits about us and not be plagued with Alzheimer’s or at least be blessed enough to not know.

For now though, we have the new responsibility to learn to help and care for our aging parents. We’ll be changing roles and making decisions for them as well as our children. For thirty years, I have worked in home health care and helped families navigate this path, and now I, too, must take this journey with my mother. I hope you’ll join us and learn to help your own family. Welcome to the sandwich generation!
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Top Ten Things You Need to Know about Caring for Your Aging Parents 

1. You are not alone; the Sandwich Generation is growing.

2. You need to learn where to find resources and help and how to navigate the system.

3. You need to organize and delegate responsibilities. You can’t do it all yourself.

4. You need to get things in writing.

5. You need to learn how to agree to disagree with parents and siblings.

6. You need to learn to recognize when to change levels of care and act quickly.

7. Your parents may be old and seem childish, but they deserve your respect. You are NOT becoming their parents.

8. Effective communication is essential. Designate one spokesperson.

9. You must take care of YOU.

10. You need to start planning now for your own future care needs.


Introduction 

[image: 5]HOW DO YOU know when it’s time to start thinking about who’s going to care for your parents or other loved ones? If you’re thinking about that question, it’s time.

Your parents or in-laws will be the main or central characters in your planning process. You need to first discover what their wishes and ideas are for how they want to live out their last years. All decisions have to involve them and, as much as possible, revolve around and incorporate these wishes and desires.

The safety and well-being of your parents should be the most important factor. Helping them live out their lives within the scope of their wishes for as long as it is safe will be paramount in your plan. Financial factors will dictate the reality and success. Planning ahead of time will help to broaden the possibilities. Waiting for a crisis to happen may eliminate choices and make life more difficult.

Take the time to sit down with your whole family and begin this discussion. If it is geographically impossible to have everyone in one place, technology offers many realms of solutions including conference calls, instant messaging, and video conferences. Begin by encouraging each family member to give this some serious thought, and then bring their ideas together in a brainstorming session. Let your parents speak first, and then give each person the respect of listening to their ideas as well.

Talking about wishes and understanding how each family member feels about them, and what types of responsibilities each person can handle, will help avoid problems in the long run. You must take into  account that science and technology will continue to make advances and offer alternatives. These should be incorporated into a plan as life evolves.

Included in the discussion should be whether or not your parents will agree to or are totally opposed to institutions such as a nursing home, board and care, or assisted-living facility should they no longer be able to remain in their own home. Explore whether there are funds to cover these expenses. Can they remain at home, and who will care for them? Additionally, end-of-life issues need to be discussed openly.

Understanding that as adults it is okay to agree to disagree and still be friends is an essential factor in dealing with these decisions. For example, your mother wants to be cremated and her ashes scattered at sea. She wants no funeral and no ceremonies. Your sister thinks it’s a perfect idea, but your brother is shocked because this goes against all of your family’s spiritual beliefs and upbringing. He thinks she has to be buried, and there must be a viewing and a funeral, with a procession to the gravesite, and so on. You’re able to accept the idea of cremation and scattering of her ashes, but you know that you will need to have some sort of closure ceremony. Where do you go from here?

Coming to a meeting of the minds may be easier said than done. Accepting your mother’s wishes and agreeing to disagree with her and your siblings may not be an easy task. But understanding you may never all agree to all aspects of these issues, and accepting the fact that you can disagree and move on, is important.

Make informed decisions. Learn where to find information. Learn about the alternatives you have in caring for your aging parents and in-laws, how to get your family involved, how to manage being sandwiched between caring for your children and your parents, and how to avoid burnout.

You will also need to learn to take care of yourself so you can continue to take care of those who need you. Know you will have given this your best effort and you will have made a difference in your loved ones lives.


CHAPTER 1 
Defining the Situation 

As the population continues to grow and age, more and more people will be in need of some sort of assistance. Shortages of health-care workers such as physicians, nurses, therapists, social workers, and dentists are expected to continue as older workers retire and lower numbers of new health-care workers enter the fields. At the present time, the impact of these shortages places the burden on individuals and their families to meet the needs for care and assistance. This impact is only going to increase as the population grows and ages.




Aging: A Few Statistics 

Baby boomers—those born after World War II, between 1946 and 1964— have helped bring about tremendous advances in medicine, science, and technology. One of the results of these advances is that people are now living longer, are healthier, and have access to better diagnostics and health care. Longevity is only expected to increase over the next few decades.
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In 1950, only 12 percent of the population of developed countries (North America, Europe, Japan, New Zealand, and Australia) was over sixty. By 1998, that number had increased to 19 percent, and by 2025 it is expected to reach 28 percent. In absolute numbers, the range is from 100 million people over age sixty in 1950 to over 500 million by 2025.

As each year passes, the number of people over sixty is not the only significant factor; the oldest members of the aging population are also growing older. In fact, the fastest-growing segment of the population over sixty is the segment that is over eighty. This fact alone has a major impact on the health-care industry because, in general, the older the person, the more likely he or she is to need more health-care services. This raises the problem of shortages of health-care workers, especially nurses, to crisis levels.

For a large portion of the older population, the primary caregivers are not children but spouses. However, statistically, women outnumber men. Women are in the majority when it comes to the oldest segment of those over eighty; this means that as they age, most women will need to turn to other family members or to institutions such as assisted living and skilled nursing facilities.

As life expectancies continue to increase, so does the likelihood that middle-aged adults will find themselves caring not only for their growing children but for their aging parents as well. Concomitantly, as their parents age, their needs will become more pressing and more time consuming.

Women are the predominant caregivers. Wives, daughters, daughters-in-law, granddaughters, sisters, and sisters-in-law provide the care to aging family members. Women provide more than twice as many hours of care to  their elder parents or in-laws as men do. Often this is due to the type of care provided. Men typically provide assistance with transportation or household maintenance and repairs, whereas women provide more of the activities of daily living and personal care such as bathing, grooming, dressing, and toileting. Shopping, running errands, food preparation, and cleaning chores can be shared, but again, more women than men usually do these chores.

According to several studies from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 70 percent of these women are forty-five to fifty-six years old and work full time outside the home. The average caregiver is a forty-six-year-old married female who works outside of the home and earns an annual income of $35,000.

Of that number, 20 percent have had to reduce the number of hours they work, utilize flexible work situations, have lost income, and or have had to quit work entirely to stay home and be caregivers to an elder parent or in-law.
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In the corporate world, it is estimated that as the population continues to age, most employees will be affected by elder-care issues at some point during their careers. At the present, more productivity is affected due to elder-care issues than those of child care. According to the New York Business Group on Health, Inc., almost $34 billion is lost on elder-care responsibilities in the U.S., and the problems are probably more widespread than any available survey data suggests.

Creative solutions are going to be necessary in order to preserve the valuable work force as it faces the challenges of caring for aging parents.  In the U.S., more than 14 million workers have elder-care responsibilities.  Of that number, 7–10 million are trying to care for their aging parents long distance. These experienced workers are dedicated employees with irreplaceable knowledge and expertise whose loss can cost companies even more in the long run in terms of corporate operations, competitive edge, and overall financial success and survival.

The Sandwich Generation 

The term “sandwich generation” has been around for decades, but it began to appear quite often in the mid- to late 1990s and it has become quite a buzzword in the first decade of the twenty-first century. It now refers to the middle-aged generation known as the baby boomers, those with dependent (or college-aged) children and parents over the age of seventy. The numbers and demographics of how many are simultaneously providing support and care to both generations vary depending upon the breadth of the definition of care and support.
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There are 76 million baby boomers. On January 1, 2006, the oldest of this group turned sixty. By 2014, they will range in age from fifty to sixty-eight years old and either be retired or in the planning stages of retirement.

As baby boomers face elder care for their parents, they should pay close attention and plan for themselves as well. As they age, they will be presented with the fact that the generation following theirs (the baby-bust generation) produced only 37.4 million births from 1965 to 1976. This significant drop in numbers represents a huge shortage in prime-age work force numbers.

This shortage dramatically affects the health-care industry at a time when it will be most challenged by a growing and aging population in need of, and demanding excellence in, health care. This is something to take heed of as baby boomers learn to care for their aging parents and plan for their own elder-care scenarios.

Sandwiched Women 

Baby boomers are redefining yet another social aspect as they forge ahead through middle age into the sandwich. Forty-four percent of Americans between the ages of forty-five and fifty-six have aging parents as well as children under the age of twenty-one. In actuality, women are sandwiched more often than men. Surprisingly, they provide coresidence to  aging parents as well as their children in only about 1 percent of the cases.  This number increases only slightly to 1.2 percent when the children are away at college. It is a much more common scenario for baby boomers to provide financial support to their college-age children and (the women) to devote 500+ hours of time to the dependent parents or in-laws, according to the National Longitudinal Survey of Young Women conducted from 1968 to 2003.

In fact, the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates the roughly 20 million women in this sandwich generation will transfer $18 billion and devote 2.4  billion hours of their time to their children and their elder parents each year.
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In a 1990 article, Newsweek reported that the average American woman will spend seventeen years raising children and eighteen years helping her aging parents or in-laws.

As all of the generations age, the sandwich can grow to include a fourth generation, that of grandchildren to the middle-aged caregivers who may also find themselves devoting time as well as financial aide to care for and support the grandchildren.

Challenges for the Sandwich Generation 

The sandwich generation has three basic challenges to deal with and try to find balance with in their lives:

• Raising their children and being part of their lives 

• Assisting their aging parents and in-laws 

• Maintaining their own identity; leading their own lives and careers 

Having time to enjoy their lives and the financial ability to do so can be dramatically affected by care-giving needs. Keeping the negative effects and stress level to a minimum will take a lot of planning and  organization. Learning to ask for help when needed and knowing where to find it is imperative. Knowing and respecting one’s own limitations is essential.

Reversing Roles 

Many people have the misconception that they will have to become the parents to their aging parents or in-laws. In fact, this attitude can be dangerous. Your parents are your parents and they always will be. They deserve respect, and it is most important for you to help them maintain as much independence and dignity as possible. Although you may have to take charge in some instances and circumstances, you are not becoming the parent.
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The role you are forced to assume may seem very similar to your role as parent to your own children, but there are vast differences. Your parents are adults, and unless they have lost their mental abilities and capacities, they are still capable of making decisions about their care and life. They may need significant assistance from you, as well as supervision, monitoring, and advice, but it is not your role to make all decisions for them.

Depending upon your cultural heritage and the specifics of your upbringing, this may or may not be an easy situation for you to manage. Take it in small steps and enlist the help of family and friends as needed. Even though this may become one of the most draining and stressful times of your life, it might just be one of the most rewarding as well.

Having an opportunity to give back to your parents for all of the love, support, and assistance they have given you during your life can be very special; being forced into a situation to set aside differences and make the best of an awkward relationship can afford you an opportunity to grow and to learn and perhaps mend a few fences before their life is over.

What you have to remember is that you are all adults. The parent-child power struggle is over. That isn’t to say that they don’t continue to treat you as a child, or that certain looks or phrases don’t set off floods of emotions and flashbacks. But don’t let old aggravations lead to more frustrations and make this more difficult than it needs to be. Remember that you are an adult and continue to behave as an adult. Resist the urge to revert to childish responses and try to refocus your energy toward the tasks at hand.

Helping your parents regain or hang on to as much of their own independence as possible will help foster this new relationship and help them learn to trust you and accept your assistance. Resist the temptation to take over and do for them. The more they can continue to do for themselves the better; physically and mentally, they will remain in better health and condition. The more you do for them, the needier they will become; in the long run, it will benefit them as well as you to help them remain active participants in their own care and activities of daily life.

Understand, too, that you will differ in what you consider most important and why. Where you may be more concerned about their health and safety, they may be more concerned with independence and continuing to enjoy the things they like to do. Beyond the things that can put others at risk, your parents have a right to continue to make decisions of their own, as long as they are mentally able to do so.
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While driving may be out of the question because your parent no longer has the reflexes or dexterity to control the car, it doesn’t mean he cannot get out and go to the theater, do some shopping and errands, or visit friends as long as alternative means of transportation can be arranged. He doesn’t have to become a prisoner in his home, waiting for you to take him places.

Just because they can’t remember to pay bills doesn’t mean they have to leave their own home. Sit down with them and pay the bills together.  That way the utilities won’t be shut off and they won’t have to leave familiar surroundings. Your responsibility is to help them make it happen.

Cultural Diversity Issues 

The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) conducted a telephone study of the baby-boom generation in March 2001 that looked at the multicultural aspects of life in America. The study, entitled “In the Middle: A Report of Multicultural Boomers Coping with Family and Aging Issues,” provides some interesting information about the extended non-nuclear family as well as the traditional family and how cultural diversity issues affect this sandwiched generation. They used two firms to help them conduct the study: Belden Russonello and Stewart and Research/Strategy/Management (R/S/M).
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The nationwide study of 2,352 Americans aged forty-four to fifty-five revealed that the baby-boomer sandwich has widened to include adults caring for extended family members as well as some nonfamily members. Four percent of the participants were Asian American; 9 percent were Hispanic American; 11 percent were African American; and 75 percent were non-Hispanic whites.

Large numbers of Asian Americans, African Americans, and Hispanic Americans reported having responsibilities for the care of their parents and other aging adults. Additionally, they may have responsibility for not only their own children but also grandchildren, nieces, nephews, and in some instances the children of friends or neighbors.

Most participants said they were being sandwiched, but AARP states it was surprised to note that 74 percent indicated they felt in control and not overwhelmed or extremely stressed by their situation. The other 26 percent indicated they were beginning to feel stressed. This was especially true of those who had direct care responsibilities for older adults and parents.

Those individuals who identified themselves as being in a low-income bracket indicated they were overwhelmed and felt more burdened and stressed by their responsibilities to parents and children. They were also less able to take off time from work to take care of issues for their family members.

The AARP survey also found that 44 percent of those surveyed have children under age twenty-one and living parents, in-laws, or both. Fifty-four percent actually have responsibilities to care for children or parents or both.  For 22 percent, their focus is exclusively on elder care for either a parent or in-law.

A few more general statistics from this report include:

• 70 percent have at least one living parent.

• Almost 40 percent have children or adult children living at home.

• 7 percent live in multigenerational households.

• 69 percent do not want their children to have to shoulder the same responsibilities.

• 48 percent feel they should have or should be doing more for their parents.

The vast majority of the baby boomers welcome the chance to care for their parents and most feel they provide more care than their parents expect them to. Seventy-two percent report caring for the parents and in-laws has brought them closer together as a family.

Some of the differences between these racial and ethnic groups include the following:

• African Americans expressed more stress and reported feeling more overwhelmed by their family responsibilities. Of the four ethnic divisions in this report, this group is most likely to have lost both of their parents, especially for the oldest members surveyed, yet 28 percent provide care to their elders.

• Asian Americans have the highest expectations for care of both their parents and children. Forty-two percent provide care to their elders, and they are most likely to have responsibilities that reach across the ocean. They have the highest level of guilt.

• Thirty-four percent of Hispanic Americans are providing care for their parents and in-laws. Much of the care they provide is personal care and assistance with getting medical care. They also provide the most financial assistance to their elders. They have more children than the other groups and are the most likely to have both parents alive.

• Non-Hispanic whites make up the largest group of participants surveyed by AARP and have the highest likelihood of providing care to elderly parents. However, only 19 percent are actually providing care or financial assistance to their elders. This group was the most adamant that their children should not have to provide care for them.
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What kinds of care did the participants indicate they provide for their parents and in-laws?
For more than 80 percent, the primary answer was social interaction such as making visits and contacting them on the telephone regularly. Forty-six percent transport them to the doctor or take them shopping; 45 percent do housework; 44 percent do the shopping; 33 percent pay bills; and 12 percent assist with intimate care. Only 27 percent indicated having to contribute financially.

Based on these findings, AARP, a nonprofit, nonpartisan membership organization for Americans over fifty, is developing advocacy and educational programs to address the multicultural issues of sandwiching baby boomers face today and in the future.

Dealing with Guilt 

It is all too easy not to think about growing older and facing mortality. Does anyone ever really plan for the possibility of having to care for elderly parents? It is a much more romantic notion to think they will age gracefully, and before they become dependent, will go off to sleep one night and just not wake up. The rude reality is that seldom happens. This way of thinking and avoidance of the situation often leads to a crisis situation, with that dreaded middle-of-the-night phone call during a snow storm telling you Dad fell and your mother is panicking because she can’t help him up and already pulled  something in her back trying. He is injured and bleeding, and she thinks he broke his hip.
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In 2003, there were approximately 14,000 deaths from falls among the population of seniors in the U.S. In fact, accidents are the sixth-leading cause of death for seniors, and falls are the leading cause of death from injury for seniors over age sixty-five. Hip fractures are the cause of the most deaths from falls. Seventy to eighty percent of all hip fractures happen to women 

Dad tripped over a throw rug on his way to the bathroom, and no, he didn’t take his walker because “he knows his way around the house, and he doesn’t need it.” He knocked over a lamp and the pile of magazines next to his side of the bed are now scattered all over!

Yes, those are all thing you meant to address with your parents on your last visit, but you thought it could wait. They like their clutter and it really hasn’t been a hazard until now. They seem to manage just fine with an occasional visit from you to help with household maintenance. The signs have been there for a while now—they are aging and far less able to do the things they once did. They manage, but their lifestyle is much more casual and slow paced.

It is important to begin planning now, not only for your parents and in-laws, but for your future elder care as well. It’s easy to put it off and deny there is a problem brewing just below the surface, but when it hits you smack in the face, you’ll be forced to make decisions that might be more costly than if you’d set aside some time to talk with your parents about their wishes for their future.

As the AARP survey found, there is guilt involved in this process; more for some than for others, but each individual case has its own set of circumstances. Everyone wants what is best for his or her parents and loved ones, despite differences along the way. There will be times when you didn’t anticipate quickly enough, times when you cannot afford to give more financially, and times when you simply cannot participate personally.

You need to resist the temptation to take over and care for your parents or in-laws simply because you couldn’t possibly live with yourself and your guilt if something happened to them and you hadn’t made the choice to care for them. There will be times when you simply have to bite your tongue, cross your fingers, and wait and see. Unless the situation is obviously unsafe, you have to let them do as much for themselves as possible.
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Learn to understand your own limitations and don’t make promises you cannot keep. There are many factors and other responsibilities you will have to take into account, including your parents, children, spouse, and siblings, just to name a few. You also have to consider and protect your job, your own finances, and your health and well-being as well.

If something worries you, speak up, but let them decide how to improve or change the situation. Of course, offering suggestions and advice can be helpful, but don’t be surprised if they reject it. Sometimes you just have to plant a seed (idea) and let the idea grow and become theirs. You’ll have to be ready to jump in, and quite possibly at the most inopportune time, but in most cases, you should not just take over.


CHAPTER 2 
Seeing Their Side 

Although you may be changing roles with your parents and find yourself in charge and making decisions, the process of arranging and managing their care will be easier if you take time to understand things from their point of view and learn about their wishes and how all of this is impacting them. Take the time to get to know them again; this time as people, not just your parents. You may have grown up in their house, but just as you have grown and changed, so have your parents. Don’t make assumptions; some things indeed will never change, but other things may surprise you.




Communication Is Key 

Communication is a fine art, and some people are better at it than others; but in this situation, it is going to be a key player in the success or failure of your efforts. Communicating with your parents can seem like a daunting task, but it is something you are going to have to get really good at. If you have had a good relationship, you are ahead of the game; if is hasn’t been, you will have a lot of work to do.

You will also have to have open lines of effective communication with your siblings and other family and friends along this journey. In some instances, this will be an easy task; in others it will be more difficult, but keeping everyone informed will avoid other issues along the way.

Hopefully, you are undertaking this task with your parents before any dementia, short-term memory loss, or even Alzheimer’s has advanced to a point where communication is worse than it could be.
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Communication is more than just talking; it is a two-way process in which listening is a major component in addition to speaking. When speaking, you need to ensure your listener has devoted her complete attention to what you have to say. Outside distractions should be avoided, and both parties should be in agreement to talk and to listen.

You need to have your thoughts in order and be ready to discuss matters at hand. Have a clear idea of what you want to say and how best to say it to your specific audience.

On the other hand, when it’s your turn to listen, you need to devote your attention to the speaker and listen carefully to what she is saying. You cannot listen if you are speaking, so be sure you have given her the courtesy of hearing what she has to say before responding or commenting.

Nonverbal language plays a key role in communication as well. Body language, hand gestures, sighs, and rolling your eyes can convey much more than words at times. Pay keen attention to nonverbal cues to gage  how your message is being interpreted and accepted, as well as how your own nonverbal language portrays your message.

Timing is a key element in communication. Being interrupted during an important task can be a barrier to effective communication. If, for example, you want to discuss important issues with your parents and you call during their favorite TV show, you won’t have their full attention. It may seem trivial to you, but in the life of older people, their programs can be a major part of daily life. Likewise, when your mother calls you every day just as you walk in the door from work, you know how distracting this can be.

Take a moment to find out when is a good time to discuss important issues with them. Usually earlier in the day is best to have their full energy and focus, particularly if there are issues of memory loss or dementia. You may need to take a break at work and call them, or schedule a weekend visit or phone call.
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How do you know that you have gotten your point across?
Ask questions. Get them to repeat back what you said in their own words. This will help reinforce the conversation, especially if they have a tendency to forget easily. If it’s something they need to remember and follow up with, write it down. Use a white board or chalkboard to keep track of important facts and keep it where they will refer to it frequently.

Another key point in effective communication is verifying the listener has heard what you said. No, this doesn’t mean you have to talk louder, it means you have to find out if he understood your message. Just because you told him, don’t expect it to be accepted and remembered. Was your information clear? Did he get your point? Is he in agreement, or did he listen politely and promptly dismiss what you had to say?

Effective communication is essential to successfully managing the care of your aging parents. It won’t happen overnight. You will have to experiment to find the best ways for your individual situations.

Learn Their Wishes 

One of the most important things you’ll need to discover is what your parents’ wishes are concerning their care as they age and die. This isn’t an easy subject to discuss, but it is one that you must address. This information is something you will need to share with your siblings and other key players in your particular circumstances.

Your primary role in caring for your aging parents will be to incorporate as many of their wishes as is possible. Preserving their dignity and respecting them is vital to the success of this new relationship. Listen to their wishes.

Start with the simpler issues to open the lines of communication and build a rapport for discussing such issues. Look at family history. How long did their parents live and what issues did they face in their last years? Sometimes this is helpful and other times completely irrelevant. How did your parents deal with their aging parents? What did they feel worked, and what would they have done differently? Even if your parents won’t discuss their own mortality issues, this can give you an idea of what they may expect from you.
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Begin a dialog about the what-ifs. Where do they hope to live out their life? Do they want to remain in their own home? What if they can’t do it alone? Are they willing to have help from caregivers or a live-in? What if that doesn’t work out? How do they feel about nursing homes? Would they consider living in a senior complex or assisted-living facility? Do they expect to move in with you? What if that is not possible?

Understand that they may completely change their minds as their own condition deteriorates. None of us would want to be a burden to family members and would hope we could do something to prevent that from happening. In reality, situations can change rapidly and the best-laid plans get sidetracked. The important thing is to get a feel for what they want and expect.

Put It in Writing 

If your parents have very specific wishes, these should be put in writing in a will or other legal document such as a health-care proxy, advance directive, or durable power of attorney for health care. Recording a conversation can be helpful as well, especially for siblings or other relatives who may not like or agree with choices made.

One of these issues could be burial versus cremation. Some people have very strong feelings about one or the other and they can stem from religious beliefs to issues of claustrophobia or fears of being buried alive.  Then there is the issue of where to bury or how to handle the ashes. If all of this is set and decided ahead of time, it can be a blessing in disguise when the time comes.

Perhaps the touchiest of all issues is that of heroic measures to be taken (or not) and where to draw the line. When do you consider having a Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) order written? A DNR means that no heroic measures will be taken should your heart stop. It is the simplest form of health-care proxy. However, because there may be different circumstances under which you or your parent would want some heroic measures taken, a more complex document such as a health-care proxy, advance directive, or durable power of attorney for health care should be explored with an attorney.
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Under what circumstances would your parents consider resuscitation measures?
Do your parents expect everything possible should be done at any time and do they expect to be kept alive even on respirators or with other measures? At what point is it okay to give up? If they haven’t made out a will, appointed a power of attorney for health care, or signed an advanced directive, start thinking about it now, and get these issues in writing as soon as possible.

Planning for all types of possibilities may not be feasible, but having in writing what the general wishes are is one of the most important issues you can address with your aging parents. It is also something you should consider for yourself. (See Chapter 21.)

Religious beliefs and rituals should be discussed, especially if there are strong feelings or disagreements in the family. Are there specific things they want followed, or not? Perhaps they just want you to do what is important to you and the other surviving family. These are all important decisions to make together and to ensure all key players involved understand and agree to respect your parents’ wishes.

Getting Your Parents to Discuss Mortality 

Your parents may be very reluctant to discuss any matters about their own mortality. Gently try to prod them along, but you may have to back off and try again another time. You may have more luck discussing a hypothetical situation or one that happened to a friend or other family member. They may be very willing to express opinions about what happened to a widowed elderly aunt who shut herself away in her house with thirty-six cats and left all her money to the ASPCA instead of her children who abandoned her. Or an uncle who just wanted to spend his days sitting in his deceased wife’s favorite chair and die at home, but his children had him placed in a nursing home and never went to visit him.

Sometimes it takes a seemingly insensitive situation to evoke emotions and feelings and get them talking. Then you can slowly guide the conversation into how they’d feel if they were in that situation.

Another point for discussion is their needs and concerns for the future. Do they feel that they have accomplished their major goals? What goals or tasks still need to be met? Do they feel they have had a full life, or do they have regrets? What things are important to them now? For example, is playing golf every Wednesday the major focus of their life? What things fill their days and make them happy?

Where once their own personal relationships, work, and hobbies fulfilled most of their needs, being near family and friends can be even more important as your parents age in order to fulfill their need to love and be loved.
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