‘The Talk’ With Mom and Dad

By SUE SHELLENBARGER

When the time came for
Kathy Peel’s mother and father
to consider moving into an as-
sisted-living facility, Ms. Peel
tried reasoning with them, cit-
ing examples of friends who
were happy they had made the
move.

When that didn’t work, she
took a business approach. Ms.
Peel and her husband Bill con-
vened a conference at her par-
ents’ kitchen table in Memphis
and helped them write a three-
e page “strategic
WORK &3 plan” Her par-
FAMILY ents, Morris
= and Kathryn
Weeks —both retired buginess-
people in their late
80s-—joined in, talking about
their goals and helping list
dozens of pros and cons to
staying in their home.

Among the pros the family
agreed on were the Weeks’
“positive attitude” and desire
to share care for each other.
But the cons loomed large, in-
cluding the fact that no family
members lived nearby to pro-
vide emergency care in a cri-
sis, Ms. Peel had been forced
to make 10 trips to Memphis
from her home in Dallas in
2009 to help her parents with
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Morris and Kathryn Weeks helped write a ‘strategic plan’ before
deciding to move to a senlor-living community in Memphis,

health problems, from hey
mothei’s heart ailment to her
father’s failure to notice her
bout with dehydration, Ms,
Peal printed the plan, and after
mulling it for a few weeks, the
Weeks agreed to move to a se-
nior-living community in Mem-
phis,

It's an agonizing discussion
for adult childven: whether el-
derly parents can no longer
live on their own, Some 42% of
adults between ages 45 and 65
cite the topic as the most diffi-
cult one to discuss with their

parents, according to a 2006
survey of 1,000 people by
Home Instead Inc,, an Omaha,
Neb., provider of in-home care.
And 31% said their biggest
communication obstacle is get-
ting stuck in the parent-child
roles of the past.

“We take on old family
roles,” says Paula Spencer, a
senior editor at Caring.com, a
caregiving website, and a
speaker on elder-care issues,
“We don’t want to rock the
hoat. We're concerned about
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parents’ privacy, worried about
the consequences, thinking,
‘Maybe Dad will hate me if 1
move him to assisted living,”

While many seniors do fine
at home, others need long-
term care facilities or a home
aide. It’s good to start such
conversations early, says Paul
Hogan, chairman of Omaha-
based Home Instead Senior
sare, which provides in-home
caregivers, A good principle is
“the 40-70 rule; if you are 40,
or your parents are 70, it’s
time to start talking,” he says.

Make time to discuss issues
without rushing, Research
shows adult children who feel
hwrried during conversations
about their parents’ changing
care needs may tend to push
them toward the most efficient
option, such as getting more
help or moving to an assisted-
living facility prematurely,
rather than taking the time to
encourage them to work on
staying independent as long as
possible.

About 70% of people over
65 are expected 1o need some
long-term care services at
some point in their lives, such
as help with dressing or bath-
ing, in-home services from an
aide or nurse, or care in an as-
sisted-living facility, according
to 2008 federal cata, More
than 40% will spend time in a
nursing home. While the aver-
age time senjors need help is
three years, 20% are expected:
to need long-term care ger-
vices for more than five years.

Take time to assess a so-
'glior’s entire situation before
jumping to conclusions about
thelr weaknesses or desires,
says Jake Harwood, a profes-
sor of communication at the
University of Arizona, Tucson.
A parent whose husband dies
may suddenly seem unable to
care for herself, failing to clean
the house or keep up with
bills. But the bereaved spouse
may simply need more contact
with friends and social support
to get motivated again.

Also, adult children some-
times misunderstand parents’
reluctance to move, says Ken-
neth Robbins, a clinical profes-

sor of psychiatry at the Uni-

versity of Wisconsin in
Madison, “They may resist
leaving the house because they
think their kids and their
grandkids are going to miss
the house,” or they fear that a
close neighbor will be left

along, says Dr. Robbins, who is
also a senior meadical editor at
Caring.com. Seniors also may
fear having to leave cherished
belongings behind or being un-
able to make friends in a new
setting, And some see leaving
their homes as an acknowledg-
ment of their increasingly
frajlty--and mortality.

Robin Joy, of San Francisco,
says she helped her widowed
mother Gail, 77, hire a profes-
sional organizer after figuring
out that cleaning out the fam-
ily’s Evanston, Ill, home of 30
years was an obstacle to her
moving. Gail says she put her
name on a retirement home’s
waiting list, but passed up a
couple of opportunities to
move in because the need to
sort through all the papers and
belongings “seemed over-
whelming.”

The organizer has since
helped Gail get stacks of pa-
pers and stuff under control,
and she is planning to move
$00N.

Dementia, of course, raises
addéd issues. People with de-
mentia may “no longer be able
to make decisions in their own
best interests, and they begin
to misinterpret what other
people are trying to do for
thern,” Dr, Robbins says. Se-
niors with dementia may be-
come paranoid, depressed, or
so confused that “life becomes
a minefield of dangers,” he
says.




Appealing to a parent’s val-
ues can help in such cases.
Barbara Meltzer of West Holly-
wood, Calif,, says that when

her father died several years
ago, her aged mother, who was
living in Florida and had de-
mentia, resisted Ms, Meltzer’s
plea to bring in a home health
aide. The aide “would call and
say, ‘Your mother sent me
home, ” Ms, Meltzer says.

S0 she turned the conversa-
tion with her mother to,
“Please do it for me, Mom, be-
cause I'm worried about you.”
She also mentioned to her
mother that allowing the aide
to stay helped her by providing
a job, “That worked, because
my mother was a giver. She
was Mother Barth, With her, it
was always about helping
somebody else,” Ms. Meltzer
says.

HEventually, she used the
same approach to persunade her
mother to move to California
to live near her and other fam-
ily members. “We love you so
much and i’s important to us
that you're here,” Ms. Meltzer
says she told her, Her mother
lived nearby for several years
before dying last year at the
age of 93,

Meanwhile, Kathy Peel’s
parents have moved into Town
Village at Audubon Park, an in-
dependent senior living com-
munity in Memphis. The pros
and cons in the plan they com-
piled with Ms, Peel and her
husband have proven true. Ms.
Peel travels often to sce them,
and the Weeks are considering
moving again in the future, to
Dallas, to make it easier for
the Peels to help them out,
“They have realized they really
do need us,” Ms, Peel says,



