It is not uncommon for families to be separated by great distances.  Often during the holidays we have the opportunity to visit with loved ones and re-connect through sharing old memories and beginning new traditions.  The holidays are also a good time to check in with loved ones and friends to observe how they are coping with health conditions and to ensure their safety and well-being.  Central Plains Area Agency on Aging encourages long distance caregivers, family and friends to take time during the busy holiday season to notice if things have changed in the lives’ of older loved ones.  

Whether visiting a long-time friend, sibling, parent or grandparent; if you haven’t seen that person for a period of time, there can be noticeable changes in their health, mobility, their home’s condition or their personal appearance.  These can all be signs that significant changes have taken place in their functional abilities and their environment since the last visit.

According to the National Association of Area Agencies on Aging, there are “10 warning signs” that can assist families and friends to determine if an older loved one may need help.  Any one of the behaviors listed may or may not indicate that an action should be taken.  By making observations and even incorporating these points into a non-threatening conversation, family and friends can identify whether there are significant changes that need to be addressed.  

■ Changed eating habits within the last year resulting in weight loss, having no appetite, or missed meals?

■ Neglected personal hygiene resulting in wearing dirty clothes, body odor, bad breath, neglected nails and teeth, sores on the skin?

■ Neglected their home so it is not as clean or sanitary y as you remember growing up?

■ Exhibited inappropriate behavior by being unusually loud or quiet, paranoid, agitated, making phone calls at all hours?

■ Changed relationship patterns such that friends and neighbors have expressed concerns?

■ Had physical problems such as burns or injury marks resulting from general weakness, forgetfulness, or possible misuse of alcohol or prescribed medications?

■ Decreased or stopped participating in activities that were previously important to them such as bridge or a book club, dining with friends, or attending religious services?

■ Exhibited forgetfulness resulting in unopened mail, piling newspapers, not filling their prescriptions, or missed appointments?

■ Mishandled finances such as not paying bills, losing money, paying bills twice or more, or hiding money?

■ Made unusual purchases such as buying more than one magazine subscription of the same magazine, entered an unusual amount of contests, increased usage of purchasing from television advertisements?

If observations lead to concerns, help may be needed.  If this is the case, there are several options.  If the situation is unsafe, immediate action is required.  In most cases there is time to address the concerns and begin making changes to ensure the older individual’s safety and well-being.  For those residing in Butler, Harvey and Sedgwick Counties, help can be found at Central Plains Area Agency on Aging (CPAAA).  Central Plains Area Agency on Aging is a part of a larger network of over 600 Area Agencies on Aging organizations (AAA’s) across the country.  These AAAs are available to provide information, support, guidance and services to assist caregivers and older adults.  CPAAA can help you navigate the options and provide support and community resources.  

CPAAA also offers Medicare counseling, caregiver support and services and also will connect seniors and caregivers with community programs that meet their needs.  For seniors ready to consider alternative housing options, information specialists provide guidance on types of housing options and how to begin the housing search.  Aging can create a variety of challenges for older adults and caregivers.  Some solutions may be simple and others may be more complex.  Assistance is available -- you just need to know where to look.   Seniors and Caregivers are not alone, CPAAA is available to help.
If friends or family members are doing well this holiday season, take this opportunity to be proactive.  When nearby, take time to visit the local Area Agency on Aging, senior center or senior dining center.  Gather information on resources that may be needed in the future.  Collect contact information for doctors, neighbors or friends providing support for the seniors.  Learn more about health concerns, the medications the senior loved one is taking and their advance directives.  Plan to have future conversations to understand loved one’s wishes in case of sudden illness or incapacitation.  Make a plan to keep the lines of communication open.
The holidays are a great time to reconnect and share time together.  Central Plains Area Agency on Aging is available to assist caregivers and seniors through life’s transitions and with various levels of support.  For more information about these or other programs contact 660-5120 or visit www.cpaaa.org.

