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Speakout: A good time to plan for the future 

	by Laura Landwirth 

This time of year can be a great time to kick back, relax and get together with family and friends. For many, it is a time to travel to visits with parents and relatives, many of whom will display noticeable changes in mental and physical health. In some situations, what we find after a year or six months away can be startling. 

Parents and relatives who have been vibrant pillars of strength and resourcefulness through the years are losing some of their skills and capacity. It's only natural, and for many of us boomers, it is a reminder that we will be there before long. 

But when Mom or Dad is noticeably thinner, personal hygiene is lacking, meals are nutritionally inadequate, and scheduled medications are being missed - problems that can lead to dangerous consequences - you worry for their health and safety. As a result, most senior living facilities, from nursing homes to assisted-living and retirement communities, see a spike in investigative visits during the holidays. 

This can be a positive experience for many, as it opens doors to new opportunities for senior housing and assistance with daily living that can stabilize or enhance the quality of an elderly person's life. 

First, assess the situation and talk over options before making radical changes. This assessment will include a review of the older person's physical, mental, environmental, social and financial situation. 

In many cases, if they want to stay home, it is quite possible with some assistance, such as in-home care or respite service. And some programs, such as adult day services, allow seniors to interact with peers at a center during the day before returning home for the evening. In some cases, parents might just need some assistive technology to negotiate a home setting that has become more challenging over the years. 

After an assessment has been made, a plan can be developed to help prevent problems in the short term and map out possibilities in the event of an illness or catastrophic event. 

For seniors or families making the transition to an assisted-living, independent-living or skilled-nursing home, apartment or other form of senior housing, there are a number of steps that can reduce transition stress. 

Visit a facility early and often. If possible, can your parents volunteer? It will familiarize them with the staff and residents and make a move much easier. If you think a move is likely, begin sorting through belongings now, possibly passing along items no longer needed or cherished. 

There are many excellent Web sites and resources where consumers can learn more about options for seniors that range from in-home to institutional care. The Web site of the organization I represent, www.cahsa.org, can link interested persons to these and other helpful avenues. 

Aging is inevitable and natural. With more families living farther apart, it is more important than ever to plan ahead for an aging parent, relative or friend. As you go home for the holidays, use your time together to explore the possibilities. With open and frank discussions, planning and exploration of all the options, a road map can be developed that reduces stress familywide. 

Laura Landwirth is executive director of the Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the Aging. She may be reached at 303-837-8834. 
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