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Caregiver’s Holiday Guide

The Holidays can be a time when we feel pressured 
to do too much for too many with too few resources.
The stress and demands on caregivers can become 
overwhelming to a point of harming their own health.
We would like to thank www.caregiver.com who 
gave permission to reprint many of their articles in 
the form of a free Caregiver’s Holiday Guide. 

I have compiled the advice of social workers, 
doctors, psychologists and most importantly 
experienced caregivers with tips, tricks, tools and 
good old fashion advice on how to not only survive 
but also even enjoy the holiday season as a 
caregiver. I have also added some Holiday 
Caregiving  tips which I hope will be helpful.

 The guide starts out with a very useful stress assessment tool by Michael 
Plontz. This little graph will help you figure out your holiday priorities.

 Coping with Holidays as a Caregiver by Brenda Race is a sensitive look 
at how to keep a frail loved one feeling safe and secure while still 
decorating and celebrating.

 Jennifer Buckley tells caregivers The Ten Top Ways to Care For 
Yourself During The Busy Holiday Season.

 Jude Robert’s Holiday Gifts and Stress helps everyone get organized.
 Michael Plontz is back again with some very specific and practical ways 

to care for ourselves in his article Holiday Stress and Care giving.
 Sherri Issa shows us how to keep fun and play in the holidays in Fun-

Damental Holiday Stress Busters.
 Dr. David Lowell’s Strategies For Special Holidays shows us how to keep 

both the care giver and care receiver healthy throughout the holidays.
 Emily Carton’s Long Distance Care Giving During the Holidays is a very 

thorough guide for looking out for a loved one from a distance.
 Home for The Holidays is Janice Wallace’s wonderful guide for assessing 

an elder's ability to care for them during a visit home.
 How to Laugh When You Don’t Feel Like It by Leslie Ahern and Paul 

Antokolsky reveals a technique of reducing stress with laughter. 
exercises. 

While supplies last, the guides are free and can be obtained by calling Leslie 
Ahern at Central Boston Elders Services 617-277-7416 x185 or email 
lahern@centralboston.org.
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Holiday Stress Assessment for Caregivers
By Michael Plontz                                                 

We can feel the stress lurking around the corner.
We may not know what form it will take or how 
much of it we will have to endure, but we know that 
it’s out there waiting. Wouldn’t it be nice to 
evaluate the amount of stress we can handle as caregivers during the 
holidays? Well, now we can. The following chart may help you to 
decide which things you must continue through the holidays, and 
which ones you can let go.

HOLIDAY
JOB LIST

Would the 
holidays be 
the same 
without it?

Is this 
something 
you want to 
do 
differently?

Do you do it 
out of habit, 
tradition, 
free choice, 
or 
obligation?

Is it a one 
person job, 
or can it be 
shared?

Who is 
responsible 
for seeing 
that it gets 
done?

Do you like 
doing it?

Decorating the 
tree/home.

- - - - - -

Managing 
Holiday budget.

- - - - - -

Inviting guests to 
your home.

- - - - - -

Going to Holiday 
parties.

- - - - - -

Holiday Cards - - - - - -
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HOLIDAY
JOB LIST

Would the 
holidays be 
the same 
without it?

Is this 
something 
you want to 
do 
differently?

Do you do it 
out of habit, 
tradition, 
free choice, 
or 
obligation?

Is it a one 
person job, 
or can it be 
shared?

Who is 
responsible 
for seeing 
that it gets 
done?

Do you like 
doing it?

Attending 
special events or 
services.

- - - - - -

Buying family 
special clothing 
to wear for the 
holidays.

- - - - - -

Gift buying and 
wrapping.

- - - - - -

Visiting outside 
your home

- - - - - -

Having the 
house clean!

- - - - - -

Providing "quiet-
together" time 
for immediate 
family.

- - - - - -
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Coping with Holidays as a Caregiver 
By Brenda Race

We all know that Holidays can be a very stressful time just in living an 
ordinary family life. There is much confusion with the hustle and 
bustle of preparing for extra company, fixing special meals and 
playing the host while trying to also enjoy the whole experience 
ourselves. For the caregiver, this time can add a whole new set of 
stresses to an already stressful situation.

I think that one of the most important points we should remember as 
role of the caregiver in this situation is to try to maintain a sense of 
familiarity for the one we are caring for. Confusion and unfamiliar 
changes often bring out the worst in us. Imagine then, what it can do 
to someone with memory problems, physical impairment, or other 
handicap. With this in mind, there are some tips, which may help 
make the holidays a little, more enjoyable for all involved.

Try to include your loved one in some holiday preparations. Focus on 
their remaining strengths, and let them use their own capabilities to 
help with small tasks. It makes them feel that they are being useful 
while at the same time help to occupy them while you are also able to 
get on with other preparations. I remember so well having my mom 
peel the potatoes for me. She enjoyed doing it so much that she 
peeled 10 pounds before I stopped her. She was happy so I let her 
go!

With the holidays comes decorating. Try to minimize the amount of 
clutter that this may add.

Whatever the holiday you are celebrating, gift giving is an inevitable 
part of most of the festivities. You might want to consider placing only 
a few gifts out directly. There is no need to spread them out so that 
they fill half the living room. This would only create a hazard to the 
one you are caring for by tripping them up or confusing them. One 
year my mom felt the need to rearrange all of the gifts; we are still 
missing a few but we learned from the experience to be selective in 
how we placed them.
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With all of the extra decorating comes the use of additional electrical 
cords.... Be sure to secure all extra cords so that they are not a 
hazard. Try to run them along the outside walls where they are not so 
visible to the eye. Another good idea is to try to maintain the same 
furniture floor pattern. For someone who may be a little confused at 
times, moving the furniture around may totally throw them off and 
lead to more confusion and agitation. Remember also to consider the 
live plants you may want to use in your decorating schemes; be sure 
to avoid placing poisonous plants out for display. A beautiful display 
of artificial flowers would be a safer way of making a room colorful.

Try to schedule the major activities for the day early in the day. We 
know that as the day wears on we all tend to become tired under 
normal conditions. For someone who is struggling to find their place 
in an already confusing world, the stress and agitation increases as 
the day goes on. Saving a time of sitting and quietly visiting towards 
the end of the day would benefit all concerned. Talking of past 
holiday customs and recipes may be enjoyable for your loved one, if 
they have long term memory recall.

Try to limit the number of guests so that the amount of confusion is 
lessened. Keep in mind that the more noise that is present; the more 
confusion will be evident. If your holiday activities are planned well in 
advance, each guest should also be made aware of the emotional 
state of the one you are caring for. You could even send them 
material to read giving them an overview of the disease if they are 
unaware of what it entails. This would also be an excellent 
opportunity to prepare friends and family for the changes they might 
see in your loved one, especially if they have not been to visit in 
some time.

Most importantly, always try to make your loved one feel secure and 
protected. As much as possible keep your loved one on their regular 
routine. We all know that just a slight change in routine can cause 
increased confusion and stress to every one concerned. Your holiday 
plans will flow a lot smoother if every one is aware of your loved ones 
needs and limitations. With guests in and out of the house, be sure 
that someone is aware at all times of where they are. If they tend to 
wander there is a chance that they may wander off while everyone 
thinks that everyone else is watching Aunt Mary! It may be a good 
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idea to even assign different ones to take turns keeping him or her in 
sight. And if your loved one becomes agitated, try to remove them to 
a quiet area of the house either with yourself or someone they trust. 
Your loved one could be trying to tell you that they need a break from 
the activities.

Finally, be sure to fit some time in for yourself this holiday season. If 
you have the extra people there, then use them to your advantage. 
Take a few minutes sometime during the day to pamper yourself! 
Remember this is your holiday too, and do not be afraid to let family 
know that a little quiet time for yourself could be a gift beyond 
measure. Place your sister or brother in charge of mom or dad or 
hubby and go run yourself a hot bubble bath or take a 30-minute 
much needed nap. Something this simple will refresh you and help 
you to enjoy the holidays that much more too.

Hints for Holiday Care giving

Those beautiful Christmas bulbs do not look fragile but we all know how easily they 
break. Remember you too are fragile. Are you pushing yourself? You can’t keep 
going and going without help. Keep a daily check on your “fragileness”    Making 
short journal entries might help you to do this.  
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Top Ten Ways To Care For Yourself
During the Busy Holiday Season
By Jennifer Buckley                                                                       

1. Start today to keep a diary. Describe 
your fears as well as your hopes.

2. Stick with your diary. Let yourself record the little victories, go 
back and review the earlier months and years. Notice the 
personal, physical, emotional goals and successes you and 
your loved one have achieved.

3. Create a simple communication network. Think of this as a 
designated communicator. Choose a friend or relative who will 
make all the calls and tell all the news when there are calls to 
make and news to tell, you might want to save the “big 
successes and wonderful news” sharing for yourself, but you 
will be worn out if you are constantly on the phone retelling the 
details of the last days or weeks over and over.

4. Let your friends help you. When someone asks “Can I do 
anything for you?” give him or her something to do. Let your 
friend run an errand or stay with your loved one while you take 
a break and get out on your own. 

5. Visit with people you love, You may often have to ask your 
friends or family to come to your house or keep you company 
while waiting for your loved one’s treatment to be over. You 
need to be a whole person who has friends and interests and 
can think about something besides the responsibilities of 
caregiving. You shouldn’t have to reinvent your life when your 
caregiving responsibilities subside.

6. Stay involved in your loved one’s personal life. Be careful that 
your loved one does not slip from the role of loved one, family 
member, friend into the role of patient. Don’t let yourselves lose 
the relationship you had prior to the need for caregiving. 
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7. Talk about it! There are innumerable fears and anxieties 
associated with any illness or disease, which can and will tear a 
person apart. Talk to your friends and your loved one about 
your feelings. The worst thing you can do is build a wall around 
yourself to protect others.

8. Keep the romance alive. Couples facing caregiving situations 
are apt to forget to nurture the relationship that brought them 
together up till this point. These relationships need just as 
much, if not more attention, now that one of you is ill, than they 
did before. 

9. Include your loved one in your changes. As time passes we all 
change in small and big ways. If you find a new friend, discover 
an interest in a new genre of books or music, find a new recipe 
or great place to eat, share these as much as possible with 
your loved one. Introduce your new friends; have them visit, if 
your loved one cannot easily leave the house. Spend time 
reading the new books aloud, listen to the new music together. 

10. Keep setting goals. Before you were a caregiver, you set 
personal goals. Your life did not end because you became a 
caregiver. When the caregiver duties subside, you should not 
“Return” to your life, you should continue with your life. 
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Holiday, Gifts and Stress                                                                   
By Jude Roberts, 

Even if you’re not a caregiver, the threat of the holidays being right 
around the corner strikes instant fear, terror and major stress into the 
hearts of almost everyone. However, there is hope for caregivers to 
enjoy the holiday season and still make it a special time for their loved 
one as well. The key is to pace yourself, as well as to help your loved 
one do the same, so that neither of you will feel completely drained, 
depressed or overwhelmed, especially during such a special time of 
year. Here are some suggestions that may help you both survive the 
holidays: 

Organize Your Time

 Try not to schedule too many social events, one right after 
another. It's better to miss out on a few holiday events than to end 
up with yourself or a loved getting too exhausted, which could 
lead to health problems for both of you. Remember, when it 
comes to holiday events, it's the quality, not the quantity, that 
counts. 

 Make sure that your loved one gets a chance to have some quiet 
time away from all the noise, stress, and chaos that is a natural 
part of the holidays. It’s best to spend some quiet time together, 
so that you both get a chance to unwind from recent events. 

 If you end up traveling away from home for the holidays, make 
sure to begin packing way in advance so that you’ll have 
everything needed for the person you’re caring for, as well as for 
yourself. Make lists and check them often prior to leaving home. 
Remember to have any refills on medications done early. If you’re 
traveling by car, remember to break up the car trip with a stopover 
at a park or at a favorite restaurant so that your loved one can get 
some fresh air and feel less confined. 

 Watch out for holiday burnout in the person you’re caring for, by 
taking note of unusual irritability, tiredness, or even 
boisterousness, depending upon their condition. Also, be aware of 
possible holiday burnout in yourself. 
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 At the end of the holidays, you may notice some post-holiday 
blues creeping into the mood of your loved one. It’s best to try and 
get them back into their regular, daily routines as quickly as 
possible, but do it gradually so that it’s not too much of a shock.

 Patience is always required as a caregiver, but even more 
patience is required during the holidays, and in order to keep 
yourself from stressing out too much or becoming too exhausted, 
it’s important to try and keep your own, personal holiday schedule 
under control. This doesn’t mean to deprive yourself of social 
events that you’d like to attend for yourself, but know what your 
limits are, know that it’s okay to reduce your holiday commitments 
down to only a few, and don’t feel guilty about telling someone 
“no” when asked to participate in yet another holiday function.

Shopping Alternatives

 Shop online whenever possible. A growing number of major 
retailers have cyberspace shops offering a variety of goods that 
can be purchased without ever leaving your home. 

 Catalog shopping is another option if you don't want to spend 
hours fighting the crowds at the mall. 

 Buy the same gift for as many people as possible on your list. If 
you find a gift book that would be perfect for all of your favorite 
friends, pick up a half-dozen copies. You don’t always have to get 
everyone you know something different.

 Use your shopping time as efficiently as you can, by creating and 
carrying a business-card sized list of gift ideas in your wallet, 
along with a list of gifts you've already gotten. These lists will help 
you from spending so much money, and will also help you not buy 
so many unnecessary gifts.

Preparing Your Loved One

 Although it’s the holiday season, try to maintain the daily routine 
you and your loved one are used to doing.

 Even before an official gathering, continually speak about the 
people who will be coming to visit, or who you’ll be visiting, so that 
the person you’re caring for will begin to start looking forward to 
some social time.

 Play seasonal music around the house, and serve their favorite, 
seasonal food.
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 Let the person observe but don’t try to force them into any activity 
beyond their cognitive capacity. Have them do a repetitive task, 
such as folding napkins or cracking nuts, that will help keep them 
calm. 

 If it’s possible, have them help bake cookies, or decorate the tree. 
If they don’t want to, let them stay as an observer.

 Prior to the onset of any behavioral problems during a holiday 
gathering, prepare distractions such as a family album to draw the 
person's attention away from their problem.

Managing Visitors

 It’s also a good idea to prepare your visitors for how your loved 
one may react during the gathering, and what to expect from their 
condition. This way, it won’t be shock if relatives and friends 
haven’t seen them for a while.

 Make sure to prepare friends and relatives regarding the condition 
of your loved one, especially if they haven’t seen them in quite a 
while. The behavior or condition of the person you’re caring for 
may come as quite a shock, so it’s best that everyone is informed 
ahead of time so that everyone is at ease and relaxed during a 
holiday visit.

 Don’t focus on how the holidays “used” to be, but focus instead on 
what a wonderful gift it is to have your loved one with you for yet 
another holiday season. The top-two priorities for you during this 
time of year are maintaining health and happiness, for the person 
you care for and for yourself as well. If you can, go ahead and by 
yourself a gift, something you’ve had your eye on for quite a while. 
Try to take time off from other obligations and responsibilities in 
order to re-energize during this season. 

 Have smaller gatherings; this will help reduce the noise and stress 
level for you both. It’s okay to set limits, and make sure that 
everyone in the family, as well as friends, understand what you
need as a caregiver during this time. Don’t be afraid to ask for 
help, and to delegate holiday tasks among family and friends. 
Don’t spread yourself too thin by volunteering to help others. It’s 
okay to say no, and when you do, make it short and simple, and 
don’t apologize; it should be abundantly clear as to why you can’t 
do something, until you actually have extra time on your hands 
(and when is that really going to happen?). Hopefully, family and 
friends will want to know what you want or need for the holidays 
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for yourself. Definitely put respite at the top of your list as what 
you’d like to receive the most.

Gifts For You

 A day at the spa - a day of massages, facials, manicures and pedicures 

would be a perfect gift. Caregivers are often so busy meeting everyone 

else's needs that they overlook their own needs. A service that is totally 

self-indulgent is a rarity to someone who normally thinks of others first. 

 Gift card for movie rentals - this is a great way for you to catch up on some 

of the movies you may have missed at the theaters. Ask for some 

microwave popcorn, traditional movie candies, and may be even a new 

set of pajamas to go along with the gift card, all perfect for upholding the 

true tradition of home theater viewing.

 Gift certificate for a clothing boutique - the wardrobe of a caregiver 

generally consists of wash and wear clothing (for obvious reasons), so 

having the opportunity to shop for an outfit that is something other than 

cotton is a fun splurge. 

 Coupon good for an entire day off from caregiving duties - do anything you 

want to do, and don’t necessarily have the day planned and structured for 

you, so you can experience some real freedom.

 Gift certificate for a bookstore or online bookseller - this is a great gift 

because a new title by your favorite author can always take you to another 

place when you need to get away. 

 Gift certificate to your favorite music/movie store - being able to get the 

music you love or continuing to build your DVD or video tape library can 

be something extremely thoughtful.

 A coupon good for a night out on the town, including a gift certificate to a 

favorite restaurant, along with someone to watch your loved one could add 

up to a wonderful evening. 
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Holiday Stress and Caregiving     
By Michael Plontz 

While everyone else is enjoying the hustle and bustle and the joy of 
the holiday season, there are many caregivers out there who just 
want the whole thing over with.  Caregiving creates a level of stress 
unmatched by most endeavors. Add to that the extra stress of family 
gatherings, gift buying, cooking, and other obligations and it is almost 
unbearable. How can caregivers better cope with this stress on top 
of stress?

The following tips may help you weather the holidays much better:

1. Start your own tradition. Often we feel bound by past holiday 
traditions, but it doesn’t have to be that way. Instead of having 
20 family members and guests in your home, and cooking for 
all of them, try a different approach. Suggest that someone 
else host Passover or Easter dinner. Or, if your home is the 
only appropriate one, enlist the help of friends and relatives for 
everything from cleaning to preparing food. A potluck is a great 
idea—you can even assign specific dishes to ensure that a 
complete dinner is provided.

2. There are great ways to shop non-traditionally as well. The 
Internet is a fantastic way to shop for food and gifts without 
leaving home. Another way to shop from home is using 
catalogs (many people feel uncomfortable about putting credit 
card numbers out in cyberspace). If you would rather go out, 
use the catalogs to make lists of specific gifts for each person. 
That way you know exactly where to go and exactly what to get.

3. Make sure you leave enough time to enjoy the holidays. It 
shouldn't be all about the hustle and bustle.

4. The motto "Everything in moderation" should be your guide 
through the holidays. There are many temptations abundant 
throughout the season---alcohol, sweets and rich food. Go 
ahead. Have some. Just don't over-indulge. It may make you 
sick or uncomfortable even through the following day. 
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5. Be prepared for unexpected circumstances. Something may 
come up, and probably will, so what can you do? If you can, 
change the situation. If you can't, accept it and move on. You 
cannot control life no matter how planned out you believe you 
have things. Laugh a lot...

6. Try to keep up on your regular exercise routine, or start one, 
during the holidays. Walking five times a week is a great way to 
stay in shape. There is also something about pounding the 
pavement that helps release frustrations and clears your head. 
If your looking out your window and the snow is flurrying and 
drifting, find an alternative. Many health clubs have indoor 
tracks. If that doesn't appeal to you, check with the nearest 
shopping mall. Some open early just for walkers.

7. Ideally caregivers should have a daily, weekly, monthly and 
yearly break. 

Daily-Half an hour of yoga, meditation, needlepoint, reading, etc.
Weekly-A couple of hours spent away from the house at the mall, 
library, coffeehouse, etc.
Monthly-An evening out with your friends, a play, a concert, etc.
Yearly-A well-planned (and well-deserved) vacation.

Planning ahead for these breaks is imperative. You may need to 
arrange for respite care for your loved one. 

It can be done. You can care for your loved one, attend to your daily 
activities, and enjoy the holidays. We all do what we can, and nobody 
should expect more than that from us. Especially us. Happy 
Holidays.

Holiday caregiving 
hint

Remember that is not 
the fancy “presents” 
but your loving 
“presence” that Is 
most needed and 
enjoyed.
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FUN-Damental
Holiday Stress Busters
By Sherri Issa

Although anyone in any profession can 
experience increased stress during the 
holidays, healthcare professionals are 
especially vulnerable. They tend to be 
obsessed by a need to contribute to life through their career 
dedication.

They have to deal not only with a variety of patients and their families, 
but also with other stressed-out coworkers. Many of these 
overburdened and often under-appreciated professionals give 110 
percent to their careers. Yet they inevitably lose their creative edge, 
grow cynical more quickly, burn out faster, and spend just as many 
holiday working hours pouting than producing. The following 
strategies may help alleviate some of the tightening up that Care 
Professionals experience during the holiday season. If you are 
anything like I am you will probably try all of these approaches at 
once in order to have them perfected by the holidays. I advise against 
such obsession. Such a fanatical approach to lightening up more 
often leads to tightening up.

PLAY
Think of the world as a wonderful playground - a giant park full of 
characters, fantasies, dreams, and love. Learn to play on that 
playground, to play so hard you lose all sense of time. Many Care 
professionals do not really know what it means to play. They willingly 
agree stating, “I play hard and work hard!” However, they do not 
understand that play is not supposed to be hard, that is why its called 
play. Playing means having fun, at work and at home. Each person 
has to define what play means for themselves. But, if you have to 
work at it, you need to evaluate how you look at play. Play means 
spending time inside your body, breathing oxygen, and laughing out 
loud. Adults who know how to play enjoy “belly laughs.” They know 
adult play can be as exciting as playing good Hide-and-Go-Seek 
when you were a kid. Trust me, there is nothing like a good belly 
laugh to get the endorphins working.
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DO NOTHING/MEDITATE
Sure it sounds scary, especially during the holiday season. Many of 
you have “tried” to meditate or “do nothing” but you became over-
involved in the trying part. The little voices in your head bombarded 
you with daily stress, and focused your attention on holiday demands. 
It is not easy to learn to do nothing or to meditate and often it feels so 
selfish. But, persistence pays off. Start with sixty seconds a day to be 
truly alone; one full minute to deeply communicate with yourself. After 
a while this “centering” time can be expanded to three or four minutes 
to connect with your spirit. We all have a safe place inside ourselves, 
where our spirit is at rest..

DURING THE HOLIDAYS, QUIT BEING A WORKAHOLIC
There is nothing wrong with dedication to ones career or working 
through the holidays. What does bother me is losing ones perspective 
by placing too much emphasis on work. It is too easy to find yourself 
out of balance that way. Don’t subscribe to myths such as fun and 
silliness preclude seriousness, and that somehow, humor is 
unprofessional. There is a great deal of wisdom in the expression 
“dead serious.” It is well documented that humor is healthy. So take a 
little time to be silly, you may find you enjoy it.   

STRETCH OUT - TO OTHERS
Stretching out to others goes beyond just reaching out. It means 
delegating and cooperating. It means asking loved ones to reach out, 
to include you, to pray for you, It means asking colleagues and 
bosses for conversations, laughter, and directions. Stretch yourself to 
make more room for love.  Practice stretching yourself by listening, 
negotiating, and sharing yourself. It will make you flexible and squash 
your stress. Watch yourself stretch to new heights! 

-Sherri Issa, MSW, CSW, DABCM             

Holiday Caregiving Tip.

As you can see even Santa feels pressured to look his very
best during the holidays. You needn’t fuss or spend a bundle.
You will look best when you put on your brightest smile and 
carry  your warmest hug.
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Strategies for Special Holidays
By David Lowell, MD 

The holidays can be a time of renewal -
renewal of friendships through visits and 
cards, renewal of family relationships 
through gatherings and shared meals, and 
renewal of one’s faith. But the holidays also 
are a time that can be particularly challenging for a caregiver. It is a 
time during which the changes in one’s life are highlighted and there 
are additional demands placed upon on an already stressed life.

The holidays are always a whirlwind and this is especially true for 
caregivers. During the holidays it is important for caregivers to seek a 
balance - between caring for someone else and caring for oneself; 
between celebrating good memories of past holidays while not 
dwelling on what might have been lost. Here are ideas to keep in 
mind for both the caregiver and the care receiver as the holiday 
season arrives:

Ideas for the Caregiver:

1. Don’t try to do it all. In the past you may have prepared Christmas 
dinner for 20 and created hand-made gifts for all of your relatives. 
Ask other members of the family to carry on specific family traditions. 
Dividing the responsibility will help you manage your stress level.

2. Don’t attempt to travel long distances by car if your loved one is not 
used to it and tires easily. You will both be exhausted by the time you 
reach your destination, and you will have a difficult time enjoying 
yourself.

3. Ask family or friends to provide respite care. Make time to enjoy 
holiday decorations or window shopping. Just a few hours of time by 
yourself or with a friend can be renewing and help combat a sense of 
isolation.
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4. Avoid comparisons with past holidays. It is often emotionally 
draining to look upon change as loss. “Life is change” can be a 
helpful concept to hold onto.

5. Create new traditions that can be carried on year to year, rather 
than dwelling on old traditions that your loved one can no longer 
participate in.

Ideas for Your Loved One:
1. Find a way to have your loved one participate in 
the holidays, whether its making decorations or 
counting the days on an Advent calendar

2. Decorate your loved one’s room or living area for the holidays. 
Incorporate symbols and decorations that are meaningful.

3. Stimulate all of your loved one’s senses with the sounds, sights, 
smells and tastes of the holidays. Ideas include holiday music and 
decorations, a favorite dessert and familiar scents.

4. Familiar holiday foods are a nice way to evoke positive memories.

5. If your loved one is in a care facility, extend traditions to other 
people in the facility. For example, pass out holiday cards or make a 
traditional dessert to share.

Over the past decade Dr. David M. Lowell has 
worked extensively with caregivers for people 
with a wide range of conditions including 
Alzheimer Disease, brain injuries, and 
developmental disabilities. .
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Long Distance Caring During the 
Holidays
By Emily Carton

It is not uncommon for families to be separated by great 
distances during the holidays. But what happens when 
one or both parents reach a stage in their lives where 
they appear to be frail and vulnerable? What can you do to keep from living with 
an enormous amount of guilt and worry or feeling that to help means sacrificing 
your own life?

This article will offer a few suggestions as starting points for gaining control of the 
situation.

Begin by having a thorough assessment of your parent's situation. You need to 
make sure that what you hear long distance from your parent and about your 
parent matches the reality of the situation. Everyone has different perceptions 
about how one should live and when one's safety is at risk. A dirty or cluttered 
house may not mean a parent can no longer live by himself, only that he needs 
help in caring for his home. It may mean he is willing to live with lower standards 
in order to remain at home. If you are uncertain about the situation and potential 
risks, consider an assessment by an outside professional who can offer a more 
objective evaluation.

A careful evaluation means taking a close look at the physical, emotional, and 
social well being of the older person to determine what her needs are. For 
example: is your parent able to prepare her own meals? Does she still have 
friends and a social life? Are her medical needs being met? Is she managing her 
own medication? How safe is her living situation? Is she still able to manage 
finances? What is her state of health? What long term plans need to be made?

Once you understand the issues, a care plan can be put in place. Are there 
people or agencies available to him that can provide him with home delivered 
meals? Are there senior centers where he can go? Does he have an informal 
network of people, who can look in on him or telephone him? Does he have 
funds to pay for services he might need? Is there a friend or a professional who 
could be an emergency contact? Is relocating to a different environment the best 
option for him?

Clearly, there may be a great deal of emotional turmoil, guilt, and concern in 
regards to an aging parent. It is important to remember that if your parent is still 
able to articulate what she wants, and a physician determines she still has the If 
If she has the  capacity to make her own decisions, then it is her decision as to 
where and how she lives. Just as a parent needs to let go of adult children to live 
their own lives, a child needs to give his parent space as well. Unless your parent 
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wishes to move or receive more assistance, she has every right to refuse, even if 
family and friends think she is making a mistake. All you can do is insure that she 
is making an informed decision and share your concern with her.

If you feel that your parent is not capable of making an informed decision, then 
contact his physician for an assessment of his cognitive abilities. This poses 
different questions about safety and the ability to care for oneself. Yet, even in 
cases of dementia, there still might be resources available to help keep your 
parent at home. To do this, engage a geriatric social worker to assist you in 

making up a care plan and obtaining the 
necessary resources. If this is not possible due 
to a parent's extreme incapacity or limited 
resources, a social worker can also help you to 
either relocate him to a safer environment or 
assist in relocation to a facility closer to you.

There are no simple answers or solutions. 
Each person's situation is different. Each child 
has a different relationship with her parent, and 

this may also determine the level of your involvement. You need to think about 
your parent's needs and your own needs as well. You cannot force services upon 
a parent who is capable of making decisions and willing to live with some level of 
risk in order to remain at home. However, if your parent is no longer capable, 
then you need to act. Even if you notice only a small decline, it is not too early to 
know what resources are available and who might be able to help. You don't 
need to do it all yourself. Elicit the help of family members and friends, and, if 
appropriate, find a professional who knows the resources and can help you 
through the maze of decision making. You do not have to face this alone. 

Emily Carton is a social work professional as well as the caregiver for her 
parents and one aunt.
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Home for the Holidays
By  Janice Wallace

Many of us live far away from our families. The 
holidays are times when we reconnect with our loved ones. Holidays 
are an opportunity to take an objective look at how the seniors in our 
families are coping. Take time to notice if things have changed. Your 
visit may reveal that your frequent phone calls are not giving you a 
complete picture of your loved ones daily life.

Use the following questions as a guide. Determine if there have 
been any significant changes in their abilities and environment 
since your last visit.

Is your family member clean and properly dressed?

Has he experienced any significant change in weight? (up or down)

How is her balance? Is she walking well? If the home has stairs, can 
she navigate the stairs safely?

Observe closely to determine if your family member has experienced 
changes to his hearing, sight or speech.

How is her energy level?

How is his short term memory?

Can he perform daily tasks?

Does he ask the same questions over and over?

When did she last visit the doctor?

Take a careful look at your family member's environment.

Is the home neat, clean and well maintained?
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Are there obvious hazards in the house that need to be fixed such as 
loose throw rugs, excessive clutter or low lighting?

Should grab bars be installed in the bathroom?

How safe is the neighborhood?

Are services such as grocery stores, banks, and medical offices easy 
to access?

If the person drives, take a ride with them during the day and at night. 
How is his driving?

Does he see and respond appropriately to changes in traffic, road 
hazards and pedestrians?

What is your family member's average day like?

Does he have opportunities to socialize? 

If your loved one is caring for another family member, is he/she 
getting respite from care giving and receiving emotional support?

If your observations lead to concerns, you need to create an action 
plan. If the situation is unsafe or the person is at risk, immediate 
action will be required. In most cases you have some time to begin 
making changes and providing resources to your loved one.
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What are your next steps?

Find a quiet, relaxed time to check in with your 
loved one. What does he/she see as the biggest 
challenges or concerns for daily living? 

In a calm manner, share 2-3 of your major 
concerns with your family member. You may meet 
with resistance or denial. Try not to let the conversation escalate 
emotionally. Don't give into the temptation to share more than 2-3 of 
your concerns. 

Brainstorm with your loved one and other family members about 
possible solutions. Offer to research and bring information back to the 
family. 

Many times you may only get to step 1 and 2. This is ok. 
Communicating is like gardening. It takes patience. You have just 
planted some seeds for the future.

Plan a follow up visit to check on your family member or 
schedule calls to continue the conversation. 

If possible, enlist the help of neighbors/friends/relatives to check on 
your loved one and keep you informed.

Consider hiring a geriatric care manager who can assess your family 
member's condition and provide regular status reports on his/her 
situation. Care managers can also recommend elder care resources.
Follow the proactive steps I recommend in the next paragraph to 
learn about elder care resources where your family member lives. If 
your family member is doing fine, this is your chance to be proactive. 
While you are in the area, take time to visit local elder care resource 
centers. Gather information that you may need for the future.

Use the phone book to identify additional resources. Gather contact 
information for your family member's doctor and neighbors. Put 
together a list of medications he or she is taking.
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Plan future conversations to understand her wishes if she becomes ill 
or incapacitated. Make a plan to keep the lines of communication 
open.

The holidays are a wonderful time of year to reconnect with distant 
relatives. Give your loved ones the gift of your time and care by 
helping them address problems that may have crept up during the 
year.

Janice Wallace, has been a family caregiver for 14 years. She 
helps her clients balance work, family and caregiving while 
preventing caregiver burnout.

Holiday Caregiving Tip   

The Family Caregiver Support Program is 
a national program. Wherever your friend 
or relative lives, there is a family care 
advisor assigned to that area to look out 
for elders/caregivers.

Call either the national or state number to 
locate that advisor to assist you.
Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder 
Affairs Telephone: 617-727-7750 
National Toll-Free: 1-800-243-4636 
State Toll-Free: 800-243-4636 TDD: 800-872-0166 
Homepage: http://www.mass.gov/elder
Other Links: http://www.800ageinfo.com
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How to Laugh When You Don’t Feel Like it

And Put Some HO HO HO in Your Holiday
By Leslie Ahern and Paul Antokolsky

The holidays are a very stressful time for everyone, even 
Santa. His reindeer have been sluggish and he is worried 
about a “reindeer flu’. The elves are behind in their toy making 
and he overhears them talking about unionizing. Then there is 
global warming which has left a constant foot or two of water in 
his North Pole factories and warehouses. Will he have to 
relocate?  Who wants to be Santa’s’ neighbor?  Mrs. Claus 

won’t like this a bit and may go into one of her “funks” where she won’t bake 
anything and insists Santa sleep in his sleigh. All of this is enough to get anyone 
down, but Santa has learned how to keep his spirits and energy high by 
frequently laughing those big belly laughs.

Santa knows that laughter is one of the finest, most economical and easy to 
practice stress-reducing methods. Laughter is one of the best muscle relaxants. 
Laughter expands blood vessels and sends more blood to the extremities and 
other muscles all over the body. A good bout of laughter also reduces the levels 
of stress hormones epinephrine and cortisol

A steady practice of laughter also strengthens the Immune System. The immune 
system plays a most important role in maintaining good health and keeping away 
infections, allergies and cancers. It has been proved by medical research that all 
negative emotions like anxiety, depression or anger weaken the immune system 
of the body, thereby reducing its fighting capacity against infections. According to 
Dr. Lee S. Berk from Loma Linda University, California, USA, laughter helps to 
increase the count of natural killer cells (a type of white cell) and also raises the 
antibody levels. 

Laughter provides an excellent aerobic exercise. Laughter can be compared to 
any aerobic exercises except you don't have to wear fancy shoes or clothes. You 
don't need to sweat hard on the jogging tracks. According to Dr. William Fry from 
Stanford University, one minute of laughter is equal to 10 minutes on the rowing 
machine. In other words, laughter stimulates heart and blood circulation and is 
equivalent to any other standard aerobic exercise. Laughter exercise is suited for 
sedentary people and those who are confined to a bed or wheelchair.

Laughter increases the levels of endorphins in our bodies, which are natural 
painkillers. Norman Cousins, an American journalist who was suffering from an 
incurable disease of the spine, was benefited by laughter therapy when no 
painkiller could help him. Endorphins released as a result of laughter may help in 
reducing the intensity of pain in those suffering from arthritis, spondylitis and 
muscular spasms of the body. 
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The physical and emotional stress and strain on caregivers has been well 
documented.  Depression and anxiety often go hand in hand with a progressive 
illness or acute condition that requires caregiving. The challenge to the caregiver 
is to maintain their own physical and mental health during this time.  A regular 
routine of laughter can help a caregiver do that. But ” how can I laugh” you ask, 
“When I feel more like crying”.

Laughter is really about breathing. I think of it as the way a person” purrs” but 
without the style and elegance exhibited by a cat. If any of you were in choir or 
took singing lessons you learned about diaphragmatic breathing.  That is 
breathing deeply so that your belly not your chest rises with each intake of air. 
You might want to place a hand on your chest and one on you belly –take that 
deep breath in and check to make sure you are getting a rising belly not chest. 
Then your exhalation becomes a  “belly” laugh as you exhale with the words ha-
ha- ha. Slowly and softly at first.

Repeat this exercise, allowing yourself to take larger in breaths and make louder 
ha-ha –ha’s or ho, ho ho’s .Now repeat the exercise a little faster so those ha 
ha’s or ho ho’s start to run together. It’s like when you start your car and you can 
hear it start to turnover/ – that’s you- your getting your Laughter motor going.

“But is that real laughter “? You ask. It is to your physiology and you get all of the 
health benefits we have described. There is a certain kind of fake it to you make 
it feeling for some but that readily goes away with practice. Laughter is 
contagious and so it becomes easier with a friend. In the beginning, you might 
just want to find someplace private to practice-like your bathroom or a walk in the 
woods. I used to practice in my car while at a stoplight or in a traffic jam. Despite 
the funny looks I got, my blood pressure was going down while theirs was going 
up. You can also try these exercises with the person your caring for as they can 
be done sitting or lying down and are gentle and uplifting. 

You might even want to join a Laughter Club, which meets regularly for their 
laughter exercise. You can find more laughter exercises and locations of local 
laughter clubs at our website www.Laughterforhealth.com

Leslie Ahern and Paul Antokolsky  (C.L.L) are certified 
laughter leaders that work with elders and caregivers. They 
also have a Boston cable TV show called Taking Care that 
focuses on health care, care giving and elder advocacy. Find 
out more at www.takingcare.TV


