
Caring for aging parents
At some time in our lives, most of us find that parents, elderly relatives, and friends

begin to need much more of our attention.  Taking the right steps, as early as possible,

to secure that older person’s financial situation and find necessary health and household

services can allow an elder to remain at home and receive appropriate care.

Housing options — staying at home

You and your older relative may face the
question of whether to change living
arrangements if 

• the cost of maintaining a home becomes
unmanageable 

• the home is unsafe or unsuited to your 
relative’s needs 

• the location of the home is not convenient 

• your older relative becomes too frail to 
continue living alone 

Housing decisions are rarely simple. If your
relative decides to remain at home, many
options may be available for assistance. 

Financial assistance for homeowners 
If your relative is comfortable at home but
is considering a move because of the high
cost of repairs, property taxes, and utility
bills, you might explore programs that could
reduce monthly expenses or financing

options that could generate cash from the
home’s equity. 

Property tax abatement 
Many communities and states recognize
that older people may not be able to pay
increased property taxes. Property tax
exemptions are often available to older
homeowners or to those who meet certain
income requirements. Contact your city or
town hall or a local area agency on aging
and ask for information about property tax
abatements. 

Property tax deferral loans 
In some cases, local governments advance
loans to older homeowners to pay their
property taxes. These are called property tax
deferral loans and do not become due until
the homeowner moves away, sells, or dies.
The rules and guidelines for these programs
vary from community to community. 

(continued on page 2)

Key points

By the numbers
• Almost 26 million

Americans look after ill or
disabled relatives.1

• Nearly 1 in 4 households
are involved in caregiving
for someone aged 50 or
older.1

• An older relative may have many
options available for assistance
that allow that elder to remain at
home.

• Most communities provide a range
of eldercare and support services.
You should begin investigating
them as early as possible.

• Making decisions with the assis-
tance of experienced professionals
can reduce the stress and worry of
caring for an older relative.

1 Source: Family Caregiver Alliance
as of April, 2005
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Home maintenance and 
repair programs 
Some organizations may provide
free or low-cost labor for both minor
and major home repairs. Other pro-
grams can assess potential safety
hazards and make necessary changes.
Your utility company may be able to
recommend steps to save on the cost
of fuel. Low- or no-interest loans for
maintenance and repair may also be
available. Contact a local elder serv-
ice agency or a bank for assistance on
home repair or loan services. 

Fuel assistance programs
Older people who maintain their
own homes may be eligible for
grants to help pay their fuel bills or,
in some cases, to weather-proof
their homes. These grants are dis-
tributed through local community
action agencies or area agencies on
aging, both of which are usually
listed in the telephone directory. 

Home equity conversion plans 
There are a variety of plans
designed to help older homeowners
use the equity in their homes 
without requiring them to move.
Deferred payment loans, sale/lease-
backs, and reverse mortgages are
the three main types. Not all of these
options are available in every state.
Because some plans may be more
costly than others, it’s important to
consult an attorney and investment
professional before making deci-
sions or signing documents. 

Home sharing 
If your older relative needs help with
both the expense of maintaining a
home and the day-to-day manage-
ment of household tasks, home 
sharing might be an attractive option.
In this arrangement, your relative
shares a home with someone who is
seeking affordable housing. In
return for a relatively low rent, the
home sharer agrees to help out with
cooking, cleaning, or other chores. 

Moving closer to family members 
Sometimes, older relatives prefer to
live near family members but not in
the same home. An extra apartment,
also called an “accessory” apartment,
can sometimes be created in a single-
family home or added to a two-family
home. This option allows older peo-
ple to be close to their families while
preserving their privacy. While some
communities allow accessory apart-
ments, many have zoning laws that
restrict them. You can find out about
the laws in your community by con-
sulting a local attorney with experi-
ence in zoning issues.

Accessing help at home

Services — from home health care
and delivered meals to services that
offer contact and companionship —
exist in many communities to help
older people and their families. 

Home care or home health services 
Many frail older people can continue
to live at home if they get the health
care services they need. A range of
home health services is available in
many communities, including 

• Nursing caregiver — offers skilled
nursing care; coordinates health
care services when other doctors,
agencies, or individuals are involved;
teaches individuals how to care for
themselves; teaches family mem-
bers how they can care for the older
person; plans further care based on
the individual’s changing needs or
physical condition; communicates
with doctors about the older per-
son’s medical progress 

• Home health aide — helps person
with bathing, general hygiene, and
dressing; may prepare meals and
monitor the older person’s nutri-
tion; alerts the doctor or nurse if
there is a problem 

• Occupational therapist — can assess
the older person’s physical and
mental limitations; recommends
changes or adaptations to promote
independence in their environment 

• Physical therapist — provides ther-
apy to help an older person regain
mobility after a serious illness,
stroke, or accident; teaches the older
person therapeutic exercises and
shows family members how to help 

• Speech therapist — provides ther-
apy to help the older person regain
or improve speech

• Nutritionist — provides nutritional
counseling services and may
include instructions for preparing
meals on a restricted diet 

• Social worker — helps with the
emotional aspects of illness; helps
families access community resources;
helps coordinate support services 

(continued from page 1)
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(continued from page 2)

Things to consider for home 
care services 

Before using a home care or home
health agency, find out as much as
you can about the agency and its
procedures. Compare the prices and
services of different agencies, if more
than one is available. Look for some
key indications of service quality.
You should expect that 

• people giving care treat the older
person with courtesy and respect 

• the plan for care be reviewed and
evaluated periodically by supervisors 

• there be a formal process for
recording and acting on complaints 

• phone calls be returned in a 
reasonable time 

• your family, your older relative, and
his or her doctor be kept informed
of changes and progress 

• if a home health aide is ill or fails to
show up, another person will be sent 

In some communities, there are seri-
ous shortages of home health care
services. There may be waiting lists.
If you think your relative would 
benefit from home health services, it
may be a good idea to begin explor-
ing options as early as possible.

Accessing community resources
When it comes to caring for an older
relative, your community probably
has a lot more support to offer than
you think. Most communities pro-
vide long-standing programs that
provide assistance with meals,
household chores, companionship,
emergency care, and more. 

Homemaker and chore services 
Homemaker or chore services help
with an older person’s daily tasks,
such as shopping, cleaning, cooking,
and other household work. In many
communities, government-funded
agencies or social service organiza-
tions provide these services at little
or no cost. Private businesses also
supply such services, and some indi-
vidual homemakers even offer these
services individually. 

Homemakers are often in short sup-
ply, so it’s important to plan ahead.
Here are some ways you can find the
right services for your older relative.
Try contacting the 

• Agency on Aging 

• Visiting Nurse Association 

• office for elders in your community 

• social services department of your
local hospital 

Also, be aware that if you decide to
obtain homemaker services from a
private individual, you may have 
certain legal responsibilities. For
instance, you may be asked to pay
Social Security payroll taxes and to
ensure that anyone you employ is
eligible to work in the United States. 

Companionship services 
If your relative’s activities outside
the home are limited, he or she 
needn’t live in isolation. Here are
some services that provide compan-
ionship for older people. 

Volunteer companionship services 
Social service organizations some-
times arrange for older volunteers to

visit other older people at home. A
volunteer can often provide tempo-
rary respite for a family member
who is caring for an older relative. 

Telephone reassurance 
These services usually are staffed by
retired volunteers who make phone
calls once a day to homebound older
people to offer reassurance, support,
and a link with the outside world.

Nutrition services 

Many older people don’t take the
time or aren’t able to prepare nutri-
tious meals for themselves. Services
are available to help make sure your
relative receives high-quality meals. 

Home-delivered meals 
These services deliver meals to older
people either once or twice per day.
Some programs can accommodate
special diets and cultural preferences.
Not only do the programs assure you
that your relative is getting needed
nutrition, they also offer a daily
check to see that your relative is well.
Many nutrition programs have a slid-
ing fee calculated in relation to your
relative’s income; some may ask for a
minimum donation. 

Community meal programs 
These programs offer an opportu-
nity for older people to enjoy nutri-
tious meals in group settings. Some
meal programs offer transportation
and are linked to other programs
such as health clinics, arts and crafts,
films, and fitness activities. Fees are
generally low, and some programs
ask only for a small donation.  
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Transportation services 
Transportation is critical for older
people who do not drive. Some 
communities offer discounted taxi
vouchers for seniors. In many
places, special transportation serv-
ices are available to bring older peo-
ple or people with disabilities to the
doctor, to social activities, and some-
times to shopping areas. These serv-
ices are generally offered by social
service agencies, senior centers, or
local transit authorities.

Case management or care 
management services 

You may want to consult a case
manager (also called “care man-
agers”) if, after a complete medical
evaluation and your own review,
you feel your older relative’s care is
too complex for you to handle. 

Case managers help coordinate all
aspects of an older person’s support.
They can make a full assessment 
of your older relative’s social and 
emotional needs, develop a compre-
hensive plan for care, help make the
necessary contacts and arrangements,
screen providers, and even oversee
the plan to make sure it’s working.
The case manager maintains regular
contact with the responsible family
members, even if they live in
another part of the country. Case
managers are usually social workers
or nurses experienced in geriatrics. 

Typically, private case managers
charge fees for initial evaluations,
follow-up visits to the older person,
and ongoing monitoring services. 

In some communities, nonprofit
agencies offer these services to
income-eligible seniors at no charge,
although the scope of the service
may be limited. 

Emergency response system 

These systems enable older people
to call for help in the event of a fall
or emergency. The older person usu-
ally wears a small radio-transmitting
device. When it is activated, a mes-
sage is transmitted to the local hospi-
tal or police station that has on file
the older person’s name, address,
phone number, and a list of people
to call. Help is sent to the older per-
son’s home if they do not respond
immediately to a phone call. Some
systems are activated automatically
if, for example, a fall leaves a person
unconscious.
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By phone or on the Internet

www.aarp.org/families/caregiving 
1-888-OUR-AARP (1-888-687-2277)

Children of Aging Parents
1-800-227-7294

Eldercare Locator
1-800-677-1116

www.eldercare.gov

www.caps4caregivers.org

Family Caregiver Alliance
1-800-445-8106
www.caregiver.org

National Caregiving Foundation
1-800-930-1357
www.caregivingfoundation.org
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1-800-838-0879
www.wellspouse.org
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MFS does not provide legal, tax, or accounting
advice. Any statement contained in this commu-
nication (including any attachments) concerning
U.S. tax matters was not intended or written to
be used, and cannot be used, for the purpose 
of avoiding penalties under the Internal Revenue
Code. This communication was written to 
support the promotion or marketing of the
transaction(s) or matter(s) addressed. Clients of
MFS should obtain their own independent
tax and legal advice based on their particular 
circumstances.
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