
 

                        Helping Aging Parents 
We all want to remain independent, so don’t jump to conclusions as your parents age, but be alert to 
signs of decreasing ability to care for themselves. They deserve respect and to be heard. They may 
still try to parent you, which is because they love you, so keep calm, and negotiate gently. 

 
Some Ways to Identify if a Parent Needs Help 
Exhaustion barometer Are you increasingly doing basic 
things for them? This can indicate their loss of ability or 
confidence. If you’re becoming tired, stop and realize why. 
 
Refrigerator test  Politely get an opportunity to go into the frig 
and check: is there ample food? Safe or past expiration date? 
 
Transport Ask about upcoming appointments and after that 
date, check: “How was it?” If they won’t talk about it, transpor-
tation might be a problem. Maybe they’ve lost confidence in 
driving, public transport, or cabs, or they forgot. Gently seek 
the cause for not executing their plans. Check their car for 
dents; ask they’ve received driving tickets. 
 
Preemptive method Discuss common limitations of age: “My 
friend’s parent broke a hip and moved to a nursing home, what 
they’d never planned. What would you do?” Discuss possible 
scenarios and their preferences, before problems happen. 
 
Personal approach Example: “Dad, I love you and appreciate 
all you’ve done for me. Help me to understand what’s going 
on, because I’m scared.” This lets parents understand your 
heart rather than feeling they’re being treated like a child.  
 
Historical connection Try using a phrase or a lesson learned 
from your parent. “I want to apply what you taught me. I see a 
need; let’s talk about your preferences. We want you to stay in 
charge of decisions and don’t want to have to make a quick 
one without your input – which could happen if there’s a crisis, 
like a bad fall and you’re unable to state your preferences.”  
   Perhaps ask if they’d consider test-wearing a 911-medallion 
to call help, or if they’d like to discuss or visit senior housing or 
move in with you or other family. If checking out a senior 
home, go at lunch time then back the same day around 5pm to 
see how well staff interact with residents by the end of their 
shift when they may be tired.   
 

Timing  Pick relaxed times to discuss issues; not right when 
something confusing or a problem has just occurred. 
 
Expect to feel anxious Anxiety is normal in such discussions. 
When anxious, pray as in Philippians which says, “Be anxious 
for nothing but in prayer with thanksgiving make your requests 
known to God.”  If you start thanking God for all you do have, 
this will help put pressures into perspective. If you’re able to 
offer a parent help  or a home, you’re strong. Thank God then 
ask Him for help; pray your needs. 
 
Memory loss Hearing loss can contribute to loss of memory, 
so encourage hearing checks. (See Why Hearing Loss May 
Raise Your Risk of Dementia at www.ClevelandClinic.org.) 
How can we know if forgetfulness we see is a sign of some 
ailment? It’s normal to forget names; it’s not memory loss if a 
parent forgets to get groceries for a reunion – but dementia or 
Alzheimer’s is more probable if they forgot last week’s family 
reunion. Other warning signs are loss of coordination, shuffling 
of feet and agitation. Share what you observe, discuss it and 
together see a doctor. 
 

Plan for Incapacitation 
Some states have two powers of attorney, for health care 
and property, where a person is appointed to make decisions 
on behalf of someone incapacitated and can use their 
accounts to pay expenses. In contrast, in that state, someone 
who goes into a coma or develops dementia cannot belatedly 
appoint a power of attorney; instead, a court appoints a 
guardian (possibly a family member), and requires regular 
audits, the expense of which cannot be paid out of the 
incapacitated person’s account. It’s best to discuss the pros 
and cons of guardianship vs powers of attorney with family 
members and a lawyer before there are any incapacities -- and 
everyone has time to calmly consider, and freedom to choose 
a good approach and get any needed documentation in place.

Care for Yourself While Caring for a Parent 
 

1. ACCEPT THE CHANGE. When a parent needs help, it’s a new role; you’ll have new emotions and need new routines. 
 

2. TAKE IT SLOW. Caretaking is usually a marathon, not a sprint. You’re both in uncharted territory. Let new ways reveal them to 
you both, slowly and naturally. As you learn to lead your parent in new areas, don’t expect to do everything right yourself, either. 
 
3. EXPECT NOTHING EMOTIONALLY. Your parent may open up emotionally and express love for your care -- but might not, or 
even complain bitterly against you. Or you two may bond in a new, deeper way - or not. Have no expectations. 
 
4. EXPECT ANGER. Your care of them means they lose at least some authority. Expect them to lash out/express their loss. 



5. GIVE THEM AUTONOMY. Wherever possible, offer options so that they can choose their own care and situation.

6. ASK THEM FOR ADVICE about a real issue in your life. This shows love, respect and tells them they’re still valued and useful.

7. SEPARATE EMOTIONAL FROM COGNITIVE DYSFUNCTION. Learn to distinguish between their emotional and cognitive
dysfunction. A parent’s emotional dysfunction may be obvious but cognitive dysfunction may be new to you and demands a new
kind of response. Read about it, track it; react carefully, discuss it with their health care provider.

8. LOVE YOUR HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS. These are your best allies in the care for your parent. A cleaning person, social
worker, physical therapist, nurse, doctor, neighbor—treat each well so that when they think of your parent, they have positive
thoughts. Steady kindness and little gifts help them feel valued and willing to continue to help as best they can.

9. DEPEND UPON YOUR SPOUSE. A parent may be more comfortable relating your spouse. This can offend, but it’s mainly
because they’ve never been a dominate force in your spouse’s life; they are peers to a degree that you and your parent can never
be. Let that work for you. Let your spouse be as instrumental in the care of your parent as he or she wants to be.

10. PROTECT YOUR EMOTIONAL BUTTONS Your parent is bound to try to push your buttons, if only to try to establish control.
Don’t allow it; you might owe them care but don’t owe them your emotional well-being. Let “No buttons on me!” be your motto.

11. FAMILY DRAMA. For understandable reasons, some may go a bit crazy when parents weaken; they may grasp at belongings,
checking accounts, etc., to compensate for or benefit from the change. Don’t participate. Protect yourself but no amount of money is
worth your dignity. Respect each family member and state your common goal: “Let’s work together to help mom (or dad).”

12. TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF. It’s easy to surrender to the care of your aging parent more than you should. But you serve them
and yourself best if you exercise, eat and sleep right, and spend quality time away from them. Treat yourself as well as your parent.
Perhaps join a caregiver support group for encouragement and guidance.

13. TALK OFTEN TO A FRIEND, sharing what you’re going through. Don’t handle this alone.

14. HAVE FUN whenever you can. Find and enjoy healthy activities and positive people.

Source: John Shore, “Ways to Stay Sane While Caring for an Elderly Parent;” Feb. 18, 2011, www.huffpost.com/entry/elderly-parent-caregivers 

OPEN UP TO GOD often and ask for His help and peace that surpasses understanding. What you’re going through is huge. 

• Consider reading SheriffNet’s Empower Spirit brochures on anger, guilt, worries. Memorize a Bible verse or two on these topics,
to repeat to yourself when upset. Remember: God loves you and your parent and offers help. You’re not alone.

• God tells us to love everyone expressed in specific ways: “Love is patient, kind ...is not irritable or resentful.”” (1st Corinthians
13). Elderly parents need patience and kindness --- especially if a parent becomes confused or nasty.

• When you get tired, angry, impatient, etc., don’t heap guilt on yourself. We all occasionally fail in our desire to help others.
Simply sincerely apologize to your parent.

• Forgive irritating parents immediately and repeatedly. If – while growing up – you didn’t feel you were cared for by your parents,
it can be hard to care for them now. But for your own mental and emotional health, forgive the past and move forward: choose
to obey the command to “honor thy mother and father,” no matter what kind of parent they were. 1st Corinthians 13 continues:
“Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never ends.”

Prepare for your aging  The book Wellness for the Glory of God tells how to ready ourselves for aging, what changes 
will come as we age, how to be wise, and plan and steward our elder years.  
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