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WHEN MOM, DAD OR A LOVED ONE IS DIAGNOSED WITH ALZHEIMER’S,
it can be devastating. Over a period of time, the disease destroys
brain cells, causes memory loss and problems with thinking, and
is eventually fatal. Although it may be emotionally difficult to be
practical during this time, devising a strategy for dealing with
your loved one’s disease is critical.

That means shifting into high gear with a plan to support your
loved one and to help you become a more efficient family caregiv-
er. Here are some steps to consider in developing your action plan.

Educate Yourself
The first step to a plan is to gain a better understanding of its
progression and the types of symptoms and issues your loved
one might deal with along the way. Of course, your first source
of information is the doctor who diagnosed the illness.
Neurologists, psychiatrists, psychologists, and geriatricians can
all provide insight.

While you may have had many questions when the diagnosis
was made, you may have many more during the following
weeks. Consider keeping a journal or note pad handy to jot
down questions for the doctor. A journal also enables you to keep
notes about doctor’s visits for later review. Social workers and
others, such as certified senior advisors, who are experienced in
dealing with senior-centered issues can also be helpful in terms
of locating beneficial resources and services.

These resources are also available to assist you with a better
understanding of Alzheimer’s:
• The Alzheimer’s Association (www.alz.org) – With a robust

website offering an array of information and helpful tools, the
association offers a brochure on getting the most from your
doctor’s visit, medication logs, and even a “tour” of the brain.
The website not only provides suggestions and advice, but also
links to additional resources such as care providers, programs,
and support groups.

• Alzheimer’s Disease Education and Referral Center (ADEAR)
(www.alzheimers.org)—ADEAR, which is part of the National
Institutes on Aging, has a website loaded with educational
material and resources, where visitors can learn about research,
diagnosis, treatments, clinical trials, federal programs and
resources. The site hosts some 8,500 articles, fact sheets,
brochures and videos on Alzheimer’s.

Investigate Treatment Options
Your loved one’s doctor is the primary resource for information
and guidance on treatment options. Since there is currently no
cure for Alzheimer’s, treatment aims to manage progression of
the disease while helping people retain their functionality, inde-
pendence and quality of life. Options include:
• Psychotherapy may be useful in helping patients deal with the

emotional aspects of an Alzheimer’s diagnosis. According to a
number of recent studies, psychotherapy helped individuals by
reducing the symptoms of depression, improving self esteem,
and aiding in the preparation of dealing with future losses.

• Behavioral treatments help ensure that an Alzheimer’s patient
is free from physical discomfort and can generate for a com-
fortable environment. As the disease progresses, it becomes
increasingly difficult for patients to communicate with care-
givers about discomfort or pain. Routine medical evaluations,
including vision and hearing checks, are an important aspect of
treatment, as sensory impairment can create agitation.

• Medications can help slow progression of the disease, allowing
those with Alzheimer’s to be independent for longer periods. A
doctor can determine if the use of medication could ease symptoms.

Build a Support Network
Having a support network is a crucial part of building your strat-
egy for your loved one. As the disease progresses, Alzheimer’s
patients experience decreased ability to function and independ-
ently care for themselves. In later stages of the disease, the
amount of care or supervision will increase.

In the initial stages of the disease, patients may be able to
function fairly well on their own. While they may experience
lapses in judgment or become forgetful, they can still communi-
cate reasonably well and take care of their daily needs—and
friends and family are generally able to provide the necessary
help at this point.

Alzheimer’s patients benefit from being surrounded by
familiar environments, people and things, allowing them to live
at home for as long as possible—which is preferable. When it
gets to the point that friends and family cannot provide neces-
sary care, you can hire caregivers to help provide care. Having a
compassionate professional caregiver offering assistance
improves the quality of life for those living with Alzheimer’s,
provides peace of mind for their families, and alleviates some of
the physical burdens on families.

Adult day care programs are another option for people who
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need care but want to live at home. Patients are picked up daily
by bus and driven to a center where they interact with other sen-
iors while being supervised by caregivers. While there is less
one-on-one care, this option provides a safe environment with
caregivers standing by.

In addition to caregivers, other support programs—such
as Meals on Wheels—are available to those needing assistance.
To find the right care options for your loved one, visit the
Department of Health and Human Services website at
www.eldercare.gov/Eldercare.NET/Public/Home.aspx
or call 800-677-1116.

Plan Ahead
Planning ahead is vital
to ensuring that your
loved one’s wishes for
their care are carried out.
It is important to start
planning as soon as pos-
sible, especially since it
can become difficult to
communicate concerns
and preferences during
later stages of
Alzheimer’s.

Discussing wishes
with your loved one
with dementia is the first
step in planning ahead.
It is important that you
understand how they
would like to be cared
for throughout the rest of
their life. Once these
wishes have been
expressed verbally, you
may also want to put
those wishes in writing.

Elder law attorneys can help you determine your course and
provide documents and paperwork needed to ensure that your
loved one’s wishes are carried out. A lawyer can provide assis-
tance with advanced healthcare directives, healthcare proxies,
estate planning, will, revocable trust, and power of attorney docu-
ments. The National Academy of Elder Law Attorneys’ (NAELA)
website (www.naela.com) offers a variety of resources on this sub-
ject. You can also find many of these documents online.

While dealing with a life changing disease like Alzheimer’s
is very difficult and highly stressful, having your strategy in
place as early as possible can help make things easier for your
loved one, your family and yourself. Though your loved one is
about to embark on the most difficult phase of their life, thinking
ahead, and being prepared can help you become a trusted guide,
caregiver, and friend during this challenging time. �
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Day Treatment Programs

Getting Help for Elderly
Depression and Dementia

W
hen seniors become depressed, agitated, or
show signs of dementia, it is often difficult to
know what the best ways to keep them healthy
and happy are. Before you consider long-term
care as a solution, there are things you can do

to keep your loved ones in their homes.
According to the American Association for Geriatric

Psychiatry, nearly 20% of those who are 55 years and older have
mental disorders that are not part of normal aging. Some of the
most common illnesses are anxiety, severe cognitive impairment
and mood disorders.

Dr. Jeffery Lafferman, a psychiatrist at Levindale Hebrew
Geriatric Center in Baltimore and head of the hospital’s partial
hospitalization program and outpatient services, says that too
often mental health illnesses are underreported. “As people age,
their health needs become more complicated,” says Lafferman.
“Medical problems, such as high blood pressure and arthritis,
are common and can mask the emotional challenges that the eld-
erly face, until it has reached a critical stage.”

But there is help and hope available. One of the ways to
keep an elderly loved one at home for as long as possible “when
they are experiencing depression, dementia, agitation and other
emotional challenges” is through day treatment programs.

Says Lafferman: “Some adult day services programs are
specifically designed to help elders relearn how to again be a
useful part of their communities. The programs have group and
individual therapy sessions in a stimulating environment. In
addition, participants can reminisce with people their own age,
take part in activities designed to renew their enthusiasm for life
and be in their own homes in the evening.”

Many people do not understand that clinical depression
and other mental illnesses are treatable, he adds. Some of the
symptoms—regardless of age—to look for are a change in per-
sonality, a decline in memory, isolation from friends and family,
excessive feelings of guilt or hopelessness, frequent crying, sleep
problems, unexplained physical illnesses, loss of function,
changes in appetite, loss of interest in personal hygiene and irri-
tability, and anxiety.

However, Lafferman advises, “Before you entrust your loved
one to any program, try to visit to see with your own eyes what
the program is like. Although your elderly loved one needs
supervision, his or her dignity must be preserved. In addition,
check to see if there are medical professionals on site, and if
there are different therapies to engage them.”

When a loved one is experiencing emotional issues, it can
also affect the whole family, so giving caregivers a break during
the day is also important, another benefit of the day treatment
programs. �


