
 
 

INFORMATION 
   Peace of mind  

quality of life 
 

For more information on Sound Options Care Management & Corporate WorkLife Services  
visit us online at http://www.soundoptions.com or call 1.800.628.7649 

 

Caring for Difficult Parents 
 

1. How do I handle my elderly loved one who exhibits bizarre behavior and uses inappropriate/foul 
language?  

Bizarre or unusual behavior that is out of character is one of the first signs of dementia. Be aware and 
don't dismiss these early warning signals. Seeking help at this early stage will greatly help your loved one 
and reduce your frustrations.  

You can still set your limits of acceptable behavior. Correct them every time inappropriate behavior 
occurs and when foul or embarrassing language is used. Never resort to bad language yourself as that 
just perpetuates it. Keep your temper under control, or walk away until you can regain it.  

Role-playing can be used to teach appropriate behavior. Make it simple with specific dialogue showing 
them the proper way to ask for your help. "I'd appreciate it if you could hand me the television remote ... 
I'm glad you came to see me today ... Could I please have a glass of milk?"  

If you are being verbally abused ("I hate you ... I never want to see you again."), never respond. Don't let 
your emotions get the better of you. Change your perception and don't escalate the problem into a 
screaming match or expect a rational discussion. When you are being called offensive names, do not 
respond. Acknowledge them only when you are being called by your correct name. Give three warnings, 
use the silent treatment, walk away immediately if the behavior does not stop.  

2. How do I handle an elderly loved one who has become suspicious and paranoid?  

Don't make light of it, argue, or tell them that their fears are irrational. Calmly acknowledge how awful it 
must be to feel that way and assure them you don't think they are crazy. Make them feel safe, loved, and 
assured of your continued support. Report these symptoms with examples to their doctor. If you get an 
unconcerned attitude from their doctor that it's just part of the aging process, insist on taking them to a 
geriatric psychiatrist for evaluation. With the proper medication, these fears may be greatly reduced.  

 
3. How do I handle my elderly loved one who prefers to stay in bed or do nothing -- "waiting to 
die"?  

This could be an ulterior motive to get more attention, or it may be a sign of depression. Carefully 
evaluate what's going on. Drop in unexpectedly a few times and observe their level of activity. If you 
suspect depression, ask their doctor to consider prescribing an anti-depressant. There is such a wide 
range of effective medications available today that there may be no need for them to suffer.  

Then, get your parent enrolled in Senior Day Care to create a life outside of lying in bed all day. They 
have to have something to look forward to, friends to see, varied activities to do. You cannot supply all 
this stimulation yourself day after day. Go with them a few times, have lunch and introduce them to 
everyone to encourage the making of new friends. Additionally, many centers have a shuttle service to 
pick them up and bring them home.  
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If your parent is a "Sundowner" who wants to sleep all day and be up all night, there are a few things you 
can do to alter this pattern. In the morning, open all the windows and drapes to let in fresh air and 
sunlight; make lots of noise by turning on the radio and television, running the vacuum cleaner, 
dishwasher, etc.; plan activities, exercise and visitors. Getting an hour or two of sunlight daily can help 
regulate their circadian rhythm. Ask your doctor about prescribing medications that may help them sleep 
at night. Make sure they are not getting any caffeine from coffee or chocolate in the evening. Also, have 
their doctor regularly review all of their medications to see if any may be causing daytime drowsiness. If 
possible, switch them to be taken at night.  

4. How do I handle elderly loved ones who refuse to take showers and change their underclothes?  

Remind them that cleanliness is important for their health and how much better they will feel after a 
refreshing shower. They may not realize that they smell and letting them know that it's embarrassing to 
be out with them, because of their offensive odor, can help you get them to bathe sooner. Tell them that 
if they are dirty, it reflects badly on you and your care. Telling them that it hurts your feelings for people 
to think that they are not being well cared for may result in them wanting to get cleaned up more often.  

You may want to try bribes with the "If-Then" method. "If you will take a shower -- then I will make you 
your favorite dessert tonight ... If you change your underclothes -- then we can watch that television 
program you like ... If you will let me wash your hair today -- then we can go to the birthday party." 
There are also rinse less shampoos for the disabled that are helpful between hair washing days. Just 
massage it into dry hair and that's it.  

As soon as they agree to shower regularly, you can try the homemade "contract" technique. Help them 
write up what they are willing to do, have everyone sign it, and post it in their room. This will reinforce 
their commitment of what they have promised. With severely demented patients, you might keep several 
pictures handy of persons or objects to use as bribes. For example, a photo of a family member who is 
visiting that day, or a magazine picture of a treat. Additionally, you can show them an actual piece of 
candy and continue offering it as a bribe until the task is completed. The key is to find what works and 
use them again and again.  

5. How do I handle my elderly loved one who is a danger on the road but refuses to give up 
driving?  

This is a serious problem that cannot be overlooked and is usually one of the most difficult to overcome. 
Have a trusted doctor check their vision and reflexes. Confidentially ask the physician for a letter stating 
that the patient should no longer be driving. Send the letter to the DMV requesting that their license be 
taken away. This process may take several weeks.  

If the situation is critical, contact a supervisor at the DMV immediately. Tell your loved one that someone 
reported them driving erratically, and that you'll have to take them in for a "routine" eye exam right 
away. If the DMV ends up taking the license away, be sympathetic, saying how sorry you are that this 
has happened. This way, you're not the horrible person who took their last pleasure in life away. 
Transportation for seniors is inexpensive and available in many areas, and will help prevent them from 
feeling trapped at home. Take the car keys away, but if you fear that they may still try to drive, put "The 
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Club" on the steering wheel. Also, you can remove the distributor cap or have a notch put in their car 
keys so they won't work, allowing them to keep their keys, which may help them feel more secure.  

6. How do I handle my elderly loved one who needs but refuses to allow any caregiving help in the 
home?  

Keep in mind that any kind of change is very frightening for many elders and fear of the unknown can be 
greatly intensified. Have their doctor give them a "prescription" to get a caregiver. Ask the doctor to 
sternly advise them that they must have some help in their home or some legal action may have to be 
taken.  

You can also have a caregiver agency send an administrator to help convince your parent how much 
easier things would be if someone came in to help them. Assure your loved one that you will monitor 
this person to make sure they do things properly.  

If that doesn't work, contact Adult Protective Services to send a social worker to talk to your parent. Their 
report automatically goes to the local police department, so an officer will visit you soon. A uniformed 
police officer may be enough to help convince your parent of the seriousness of the situation.  

Decide if you want to hire a caregiving agency (which is more expensive, but the workers are usually 
supervised and bonded), or if you want to find someone on your own (which will require a lot more on-
going supervision.). Ask if the agency is bonded and if it is a member of any state or national home care 
organization. Call to check them out. Ask for references of families who have a caregiver supplied by the 
agency right now. Call to see how happy they are with the service. Some agencies will do extensive 
background checks, drug screenings, others will not. Inquire as to exactly what background checks have 
been done on the person you are thinking of hiring from an agency and get everything in writing. If they 
will not put this information in writing, they probably have not done background checks. If you have 
Long-Term Care Insurance, be sure that the agency will take direct payment from the LTC Company. In 
any case, it's extremely advisable to pack up valuables and remove all temptations from caregivers who 
come into the home.  

As you begin interviewing caregivers, involve your parent in the process. Obtain an Application for 
Employment form from your local stationery store, which will list the questions you can legally ask. 
Together, make a list of the non-negotiable qualities you want in your caregiver. Don't waste time 
interviewing applicants in person who do not meet your minimum requirements over the phone. For 
example: Do they have a valid driver's license? Will they give out their social security number so you can 
pay taxes properly? Do they live close by? Do they have adequate eldercare experience? Will they give 
you checkable references? Do they speak, read and write your language at a reasonable level? Do they 
have any objection to being fingerprinted? Have they ever been arrested or convicted? Will they sign a 
waiver to have a background check run on them? If you get a lot of hesitancy or refusal, save yourself the 
time of interviewing in person.  

Get as many references as possible and check them. Talk to previous employers, families they have cared 
for, co-workers, landlords, neighbors, relatives and friends. Find out if they have been reliable, punctual, 
what duties they have performed and if there were any problems. By visiting the applicant in their own 
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home, you will immediately see their level of cleanliness and organization. This is the level you can 
expect to see in your parent's home.  

If you want to feel further assured, you can do some background checking. It is illegal for the police to 
run a check on an individual unless there is probable cause of an outstanding warrant for an arrest.  

Once you hire a caregiver, write down all their responsibilities. This should be done with everyone 
present so that it is very clear what will and won't be expected. Allow for expansion of this list as your 
loved one's health deteriorates.  

You may be surprised by the amount of work caring for your elderly loved one requires. Some of these 
tasks may include: Toileting, diapering, bathing, brushing and flossing teeth, shaving, fixing hair, soaking 
feet, applying ointments and moisturizers, cleaning wax out of ears, applying make up, trimming nails, 
dressing, cooking, serving, feeding, administering medications, housekeeping, laundry, shopping, 
running errands, answering phone calls, keeping medical and dental appointments, providing social 
interaction, chauffeuring, monitoring medical devices, and providing emotional support.  

Additionally, recognize that you may be expecting your caregiver to be a "psychologist," asking them to 
tolerate a difficult patient who may be uncooperative, manipulative and maybe even physically 
combative. Be sensitive to the many needs of your caregiver, overlook minor mistakes and allow for a 
learning curve.  

Once the caregiving begins, your parent may make unreasonable demands. Therefore, a written list will 
assure the caregiver of their real responsibilities. Since most elders respect authority, if you give your 
caregiver a white medical lab coat, it may influence the most rebellious patient to behave better. When 
complaining about the caregiver inevitably begins, don't automatically defend the caregiver to your 
parent and get into a heated argument. Assure them that you will get to the bottom of the problem.  

You may want to consider installing a nanny-cam, so you can see for yourself what is happening. A 3/8" 
wide camera lens can be installed in a lamp, clock radio, smoke detector, Kleenex box, phone, or just 
about anywhere. It shows a 90-degree angle of the room and will transmit to a VCR. If the complaints 
are well founded, report to the agency or take appropriate action on your own. If the complaints are 
superficial, strengthen the caregiver's resiliency about how to handle their difficult patient. Make it very 
clear to everyone that your parent does not have the power to fire the caregiver, or you'll go through this 
many times. Be sure to place a block of all 976 and international calls on the phone, and don't forget to 
ask for a copy of their car insurance in case your loved one is traveling in their car.  

7. How do I handle elderly loved ones who can no longer take proper care of their bills and 
finances?  

Convincing your parent that they need help with their finances may be very difficult, so plan ahead. One 
solution is to get your parent a "companion" credit card, with a low limit, added on to your own credit 
card account. This way you will get the bill and they don't have to carry cash around that may get lost or 
stolen.  
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It is critical to obtain Durable Power of Attorney for all health and financial matters as soon as possible, 
which will give you legal authority if your parent becomes incapacitated and can no longer make their 
own decisions. Hire an "Elder Law" attorney, who will be familiar with all the current laws. (Also, be sure 
to have documents drawn up on you.) Your parent must be of sound mind when signing their finances 
over to you or you could be in legal trouble down the road. If the dementia is already severe, contact an 
"Elder Law" attorney immediately.  

8. How do I handle elderly loved ones who are driving me crazy as I try to deal with all their 
problems?  

Set reasonable but strict limits of your involvement and ask for specific help from family and friends. Set a 
schedule of who will do what/when with everyone involved. Contact your local Area Agency on Aging 
and see what resources are available near you. The more people you can bounce your frustrations off of -
- the more chances that solutions will present themselves. Getting support for yourself will surely help 
your stress level. Get into a support group because once you realize that so many others are going 
through the same problems, you won't feel so alone and you'll learn valuable tips about how to handle 
each mini crisis.  

It's so hard to do, but you have to change how you feel about the situation to keep your own stress level 
in check. You have to change your perspective. Shift your viewpoint from being in a "nightmare" to 
having an interesting "challenge" that you will overcome. If you can think of your loved one as a patient 
your perspective will change, and so will your stress level. This will help you detach emotionally so that 
their hurtful comments and deterioration will be less painful. Try to find some shred of humor in the 
absurdity of the moment. Refuse to let what they say rile you, as they are not themselves. Take the high 
road, forgive them for getting old, and try to have compassion for the loss of their ability to think clearly.  

Focus on the good things they have done for you. It may be helpful to make a list of treasured memories 
that you can refer to in your darkest moments. Remember the good that you have seen in them in the 
past. Also, make a list of all the bad things that have happened to them. Examine their life and try to 
understand what has molded them into who they are. Understanding what has pushed them this far will 
give you a deeper level of patience and compassion.  

When you notice your tone of voice getting irritable or mean, recognize that you need to walk away 
immediately and regroup. De-stress yourself regularly using: deep breathing, stretching, meditation, and 
any relaxation methods that work for you. Take a calming bath, get a massage, take a walk, do some 
aerobics, listen to music or motivational cassette tapes. Give yourself positive affirmations because what 
you are doing is not easy and many would just walk away. Realize that you are doing the right thing and 
program yourself with positive thoughts.  

Do some writing, keep a journal, to purge and clarify your feelings. Keep a "Gratitude Journal" of 
everything you have to be thankful for in your life and read it several times a day. You may find it helpful 
to make flash cards or your own cassette tape to remind yourself of all the positive things your loved one 
has done for you. When you're in the thick of it, you probably won't be able to recall one thing. By 
having these resources handy, when you need to be reminded the most, they might help bring you back 
to compassion.  
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Realize that your parent is feeling terrible about their life. They're losing so many of their friends and 
family and directly facing mortality. They are losing all sense of power and control over their life, as well 
as their health: sight, hearing, mobility, bodily functions, energy, and well-being. And then, on top of all 
that, they have to be told what to do by a younger person, usually the child whom they raised, sacrificed 
and did so much for. Walk a mile with their walker, and imagine how awful it must be and remember -- 
you'll be old someday too. Plan for good Karma!  

9. How do I handle an elderly loved one who has pushed me to feelings of resentment and guilt?  

Know that you are not alone and that the extreme ranges of emotions you are having are normal. The 
primary caregiver is usually the most hated, manipulated and burdened. Who could possibly feel love 
when you are being put through so much? You have been slowly poisoned by their increasingly bad 
behaviors. Don't beat yourself up for having normal reactions to such a difficult situation. If you find 
yourself about to cross the line and become abusive, step back immediately and seek help right away.  

You have to work hard now to shift your perspective of the situation to a higher plane so that your anger 
will subside and your compassion will return. Step back for a moment and ask yourself how you would 
be acting if you were in their place. Remember that your loved one is sick and their illness is what is 
causing them to be this way. Hate the illness, not the person.  

It is a slow process to learn how to cope with a loved one's decline. Take it one day at a time and be 
patient with yourself -- you are learning something new. You will feel so much better when you learn 
how to not let your buttons get pushed. Your loved one will eventually pass away, and you don't want to 
have any guilt that you should have been more patient and learned to behave differently.  

10. How do I handle an elderly loved one who is completely unmanageable and needs to be placed 
in a home?  

When all else has failed you may have to resort to legal means. Contact an elder law specialist and only 
hire a specialist who knows the current laws. You will need to start the legal process of a Guardianship. A 
Durable Power of Attorney may not be enough if your parent is fighting your decision and if they appear 
normal to the doctors. This process could take several months.  

Make sure you select a home that has a "combative care unit" and that they have experience with 
difficult patients. Don't go into too much detail about the negative behaviors, or you may find the home 
suddenly completely booked-up. These places don't want difficult, combative patients making trouble in 
their facility and who can really blame them? If your parent becomes completely unmanageable while at 
the facility, sedation will be tried, but if they continue to disrupt everyone and there isn't a lock-up unit, 
you may be asked to take your loved one home.  

Organize an intervention with all the members of your family to be with you as you explain where your 
loved one is going to live. Assure them of your continued love and frequent visitation. This may be one 
of the hardest things you'll ever do, so surround yourself with as much support as possible.  
 


