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Options for All 

	by Laura Landwirth 

The last time I went to one of our state's large, regional shopping malls, I was on a mission: to obtain a wedding gift for some friends tying the knot in a week. While sometimes it's fun to hit the offbeat store that can provide one-in-a-kind gifts, I was glad I was in one location that could offer me countless options in the budget range I could afford.

These friends liked to cook and entertain so a housewares store provided some options. They're also "outdoorsy," so a sporting goods store gave me plenty of ideas. And they both love to read, making several of the bookstores a possibility. The point being, I was going to be able to achieve my goal without too much effort.

While certainly more time-consuming and complex than buying a wedding gift, today Colorado offers a number of housing and care options for our seniors. Over the last decade or so, more and more choices have appeared in the market that meet the different needs and budgets of seniors and their families-medical, housing and social needs. 

Take assisted living. A decade ago, this option for seniors was just getting off the ground. Today, more than 500 assisted living facilities-ranging from hotel-like to home-like-exist in the state, with more than 14,000 Coloradans calling this option home. Usually, assisted living facilities are studio or one- or two-bedroom sized apartments with scaled down kitchens. Common areas for eating, socializing or recreation, and access to medical assistance if needed, have drawn seniors to this option.

Then there is an assortment of independent living arrangements, from large and small apartments, cottages, cluster homes or single family homes. These might be very home-like, but have special design features specific to the needs of the elderly, such as grab bars, walk-in showers, even a built-in call system for emergencies. 

Even facilities that offer more intensive skilled nursing care-the nursing home category-have evolved over the past few years as many seek to improve the overall environment with innovative changes. Today, it's not uncommon to find pet birds and dogs keeping seniors company, or children from an onsite day care center scampering about a grandparent. 

Most recently, an option called adult day has grown to help meet the needs of seniors who desire to and can stay at home, but would like to go to a community location for social interaction and some medical assistance while they are there. In Colorado, these programs either have a social focus or a medical focus providing a wide range of services from which to choose. 

So, what am I driving at? Well, being involved with our state's largest association of providers of services to seniors in Colorado, I see firsthand some of the great options available for seniors. As most of you know, our state and country-despite what you see on TV-is graying. That means a few things. First, it means more aches and pains in the morning as we get going. That's inevitable. But it also means with more seniors looking for more options in different budget ranges, the business, healthcare and housing communities are responding with new options to consider. 

What does this mean to you? Well, if you, a loved one or friend may be in need of services specific to seniors-be these needs housing, medical, recreation or social-check out the different options. Begin with these five steps:

1. Check out some of the senior consumer organizations. AARP is a good example and if you have Internet access, their web site is a great resource with a lot of consumer-friendly information.
2. Check out our website at www.cahsa.org for information about healthcare or caregiving options in your neighborhood, questions you can ask when you go to visit any of these establishments, and general news that may be of interest.
3. Talk with your state ombudsman, the person responsible for visiting and observing how care and services are being delivered at healthcare facilities statewide. As the eyes and ears of citizens, they are very helpful and will be happy to talk with you.
4. Talk to neighbors and respected community members, such as doctors, lawyers, or clergy. Many of them have regular contact with these senior-related facilities and service providers and can offer helpful guidance.
5. Trust your impressions by visiting some of these services and housing options yourself. If you are considering a move from a home to an assisted living center, visit several. Within a short period of time, you'll get a feel for what works with your style and budget.

And so, with only a few minutes to spare before I had to get back to the office, I found what made the most sense to me for my friends' gift-a pair of crystal champagne flutes with our state flower lightly etched on the base. This was a gift they could enjoy on their own, on anniversaries, and because it was uniquely Colorado, it would remind them of where they met and married. So, for me, this option was just right, and it fell within my budget. 

Laura Landwirth is the executive director of the Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the Aging. She has been involved in senior health housing and health care for 18 years. 
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