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On July 4th we celebrate our nation’s independence. We also value our  

independence as individuals. We want to live our lives as we choose and for the 

majority of older Americans the choice to be independent means staying in their 

homes and aging in place. But what if there are safety concerns? What happens if 

living independently becomes living in isolation? There is likely a period of time 

when staying at home is still the best option for an older adult, but when they can 

no longer do it alone it is the point where the need for caregiving emerges. 
 

When we first learn that a family member or friend needs help, it’s hard to know 

where to begin. Sometimes there is a sudden change in their health that prompts 

involvement. Other times, it is a gradual realization that an older adult is no longer 

capable of meeting all of their own needs. In either situation, knowing what steps 

to take can be difficult. The following are some basics to get you started.  
 

Learn about your care partner’s illness, disease or condition. Understanding  

the nature of the disease, its symptoms, and what to expect is helpful in caring  

for the person in need. Talk to a healthcare provider, do some research online, 

and read books or pamphlets to help you understand what they are dealing with 

and ways you can help. Contact organizations specific to the disease in question, 

such as the Alzheimer’s Association or the National Stroke Association. Keep the 

information you gather in a file for use later on. 
 

Plan for any needed immediate care. Learn about your care partner’s wishes  

for immediate and long-term care. Do a home safety check so you can help  

adapt their environment to their needs. Arrange for the purchase of items for any 

special needs such as a walker, commode, wheelchair, ramp, or other assistive 

equipment, or borrow them from Loan Closets at the area Community or Senior 

Center. Find a method for tracking important indicators of health such as eating 

patterns, symptoms, and medications.  
 

Research community resources. Explore options like home-delivered meals,  

in-home supportive care services, personal emergency response systems,  

transportation services, and adult day care. Begin with the Aging and Disability 

Resource Center (ADRC), Dane County Caregiver Program, and Community and 

Senior Centers.  
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Determine areas of need. List the specific areas where help is  

needed such as housecleaning, grocery shopping, meals, bathing, and 

transportation to medical appointments. Then discuss possible ways to 

meet these needs with friends, family members, and the older adult’s 

healthcare provider. 
 

Organize important information. Write down pertinent medical  

information for your care partner including doctors’ names and phone 

numbers, health insurance information, and medication/pharmacy  

information. Locate and list financial and other important information 

such as household bills; loans, and bank accounts; home, auto, and life 

insurance policies; and passwords to online accounts. Include copies of 

social security, driver’s license and insurance cards.  
 

Enlist the help of others. Determine what you can realistically do,  

and make a list of other people who can help. While engaged in creating 

the list evaluate the older adult’s social ties as well, which is critical  

for long-term health. Do they have regular contact with friends and  

neighbors? Are they involved in activities, classes, or volunteer work?  

Do grandchildren visit who may be able to help with an errand or chore? 

Are they involved in a church community or service organization? While 

not everyone is a practical candidate for more involved support, it is good 

to know that others are in regular touch and can help communicate issues 

should they arise. 

Plan for the future. Get information about your care partner’s long-term 

prognosis in order to make appropriate plans. Assess the financial  

situation and, if necessary, contact a financial advisor who is familiar  

with caregiving issues. Consult a lawyer about a durable power of attorney 

for health care and finances. Remember—include your care partner in the 

planning as much as they are able to participate. If they are competent, 

they still have self determination. 
 

Take care of yourself. Find support through friends, a counselor, or  

support group. Take regular breaks from caregiving and keep doing the 

things you enjoy. Make sure you eat well, get enough sleep, exercise, and 

spend time with family or friends in order to keep yourself healthy.  
 

Caregivers in waiting. To quote a very old expression:  “an ounce of  

prevention is worth a pound of cure.” The best way to ensure older  

adults live a life of their choosing without overwhelming the capacity of 

their care partners is to engage in discussions early. If you are nearing  

retirement, plan for how you want to live all the rest of your life. Talk 

about it and prepare for it. If you anticipate caregiving for a spouse,  

parent, or any older adult important to you, talk with them about their 

expectations, wants, needs, and plans. Be honest about how you see 

yourself in any potential caregiving role. 



Dementia Care and Crisis  
 

Are you or someone you know caring for a person with dementia at 

home? If so, have you thought about what would happen if the primary 

caregiver became ill and was unable to be there for the person with  

dementia? Often, the needs of the person with dementia become the  

primary focus and you forget that you may also be in need of care.  

Do you have a back-up plan? 
 

In Dane County we have a tool that can help you decide what you may 

need in the event of a crisis. It is called the First Responder Tool (FRT) and 

it can be extremely helpful for emergency personnel who respond to a 

call. A fillable form can be found online here: Dane County First Respond-

er Tool (FRT). (See tool illustration at the end of the article). 
 

The FRT is a document used to record information about the person with 

dementia. That information can include communication tips, calming 

strategies and whether or not a person can be left alone for a period of 

time. The document will also list contact names and numbers of friends 

and family members who may be able to assist in an emergency.  
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Medicaid Eligible? 
 

MIPPA (Medicare Improvements for Patients and Providers Act) has a goal of educating 

older adults on Medicare’s cost-saving benefits & preventive services.  

Wisconsin Medicaid is a joint federal  

and state program that helps more than  

1 million eligible low-income Wisconsin 

residents get health care coverage, long-

term care, community and home care 

support, assistance paying for Medicare 

costs and prescription drug costs, and 

other services that promote physical and 

mental health and well-being. Medicaid  

is administered by states according to 

federal requirements. It is not the same 

as Medicare, which is a separate federal 

insurance program that is not based on 

need or income and assets.  

To find out if you are eligible for Medicaid programs, see https://

www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/medicaid/older-adults.htm for more information. 

Please also visit the Wisconsin Department of Health Service’s ACCESS  

website https://access.wisconsin.gov/access/ to apply. You can also call the 

local Income Maintenance (or Economic Support) Medicaid agency in Dane 

County to apply at 888-794-5556 for information and to apply for benefits.  
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Once the FRT is completed, it can be placed on the refrigerator. If you  

already have a File of Life you can place them together. A File of Life  

includes you latest medical information including allergies, medications,  

and contact persons. First responders will know to look for them on the 

refrigerator. Ideally, both documents should be updated on a yearly basis. 

You may want to update them every time you change your smoke alarm 

batteries.  

If you would like more information about the First Responder Tool,  

please contact your local Senior Center or the ADRC at 608-240-7400.  

For additional information about Dementia Care and Crisis Planning,  

click here for information on the Dementia Crisis Program. 
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