Life-Care Planning Helps Maintain Sense of Dignity

By Wesley E. Wright and Molly Dear Abshire, as published in the Houston Chronicle Senior Living
Section on December 21, 2008.

"The traditional method of delivering services of health care to the elderly has been focused on acute
care when people begin to have a great decline in their health and eventually have to go to hospitals
and nursing homes," says Tim Takacs, an elder law attorney in Hendersonville, Tennessee. Mr. Takacs'
observation identifies a needed change in the process of planning for the elderly and caused him to
develop a new model for an elder law practice known as Life Care Planning. Currently, the focus is
largely on acute care, including advance directives to physicians and durable powers of attorney for
health care, as well as estate planning in order to qualify the elder for Medicaid benefits to help pay for
nursing home care. After the estate-planning process is complete, the elder and his/her family are
essentially left on their own. This traditional approach is by no means obsolete and probably never will
be. But with longer life expectancies and the burgeoning elder population, there is an increasing need
for life-care planning.

Life-care planning has many advantages over the traditional acute-care method. Perhaps its greatest
advantage is its multi-disciplinary approach to care planning. It involves a team of professionals,
including the elder law attorney, life-care planners, elder-care coordinators, medical professionals,
social workers, and various support staff. This interdisciplinary team evaluates the elder's current and
future needs, the costs of those needs, available resources, and access to resources. Team
professionals also identify methods of financing the care thatis or will be needed, and they provide
assistance with appropriate placement as well as ongoing monitoring and re-evaluation. In other
words, the elder and his/her family members are not left alone to fend for themselves after the estate-
planning process is complete.

The life-care method fortifies the elder's personal sense of dignity, independence, and worth by
offering the least restrictive care option. For example, the elder is encouraged to remain in his/her own
home for as long as possible, thus preventing inappropriate institutional placement. But when itis no
longer safe for the elder to live independently, the team is available to assist the elder and his/her family
with the transition to a more restrictive living arrangement. By extension, the life-care technique can be
applied with equal success to those individuals who are not elderly but who are living with disabilities.

Another advantage of the life-care approach is timing. The interdisciplinary team becomes involved
long before the individual's situation reaches crisis proportions. For example, the life-care team will
usually intervene after some trigger event, such as a mild stroke, a fall, or a diagnosis of the early stages
of Alzheimer's disease. Under the traditional approach, the elder law attorney is often contacted only
when nursing home placement becomes imminent and less restrictive options are no longer
appropriate. With early intervention, the probability of preserving some measure of the elder's
independence is much greater.

We believe the life-care approach to be the way of the future in planning for the care of the elderly and
severely disabled, and we welcome this change. The elderly or disabled person is better served, and the



professional team members take satisfaction in their ongoing relationship with their client and his/her
family. At the same time, we recognize that life-care planning is not for everyone. Those whose
functionalimpairmentis so great as to require immediate long-term-care placement may not benefit
from this technique.

So, if you or a loved one is aging, or if a family member has suffered some trigger event, you should
contact an elder law attorney and ask if life-care planning is appropriate for you.



