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Paul Slosar turns to a support group to help
him cope with caring for his wife.

You are
not alone

Support groups can help
elders through rough times

Ider people who face a
challenging personal
situation can find emotional

comfort and practical advice at local
support groups.

Paul Slosar attends a support group for
those caring for a relative with memory loss.
The support group meets at Smith Village, a
retirement community in the Beverly neigh-
borhood on Chicago's South Side.

~ Slosar lives at Smith Village along with his
wife, Maureen. But they don't live together.
Slosar lives in an apartment at the commu-
nity, while Maureen lives in the building’s
nursing care section. Maureen needs a lot of
help because she has dementia and doesn't
speak. She's also confined to a wheel chair,
the result of a nasty fall.

“The hardest thing is to accept that this
beautiful, independent and intelligent
person is in this condition,” says Slosar, de-
scribing his feelings about Maureen. “But
once you have some acceptance of the
problem, then you can learn how to be
with that person.”

Slosar attributes much of his hard-earned
acceptance to regular attendance at the
support group. Smith Village and its sister
community in Orland Park, Smith Crossing,
host monthly meetings for caregivers of
those with memory loss. The meetings are
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open to residents of the re-
tirement community as well
as to others who live in the
wider community.

The group usually has
about 10-12 participants.
The hour-long gatherings
are led by a trained facilita-
tor. Participants share their
stories and also offer each-
other practical tips on care-
giving. Outside lecturers
sometimes attend to pro-
vide information. “Demen-
tia is a horrific disease,” says
Slosar.“The group made me
realize | was not alone, and |
became strong.”

Groups widely
available

Support groups specifi-
cally meant for older people
are widely available
throughout the Chicago
area. Groups meet at retire-
ment buildings, social serv-
ice agencies, and commu-
nity centers. Each group fo-
cuses on a particular situa-
tion, such as for those who
have recently lost a spouse,
or for those who have an
adult child who is disabled.

Since mémory loss is such
awidespread condition
among the elderly, many
support groups are offered
by the Chicago-based
Alzheimer’s Association. The
organization’s lllinois Chap-
ter has 106 support groups
that meet throughoutthe
eastern portion of the state.
The groups meet once a
month, though some meet
more frequently. There is no

___chargefor the meetings. Ses-

sions last about 90 minutes.
“We have served families for
30 years, says Nicole Batsch,
director of early stage and
support services at the
Alzheimer’s lllinois Chapter.
The members of the sup-
port group offer a lot of practi-
cal advice, notes Batsch. Par-
ticipants who have lots of ex-
perience often have a solution
to difficult, everyday prob-
lems, such as bathing, estab-
lishing a routine, and how to
deal with wandering. The fa-
cilitator also directs partici-
pants to resources on medica-
tions, the latest research, and
legal help.“People get a lot of

coping skills,’says Batsch.

About five years ago, the
Alzheimer’s Association
started a support group for
those with early stage de-
mentia. Family members
also attend, but meet in a
separate room with other
family members. Group dis-
cussions cover treatments
and research as well as
ways to maintain inde-
pendence. The early stage
groups are only available
several times a year. (For in-
formation on the early
stage group, or a general
Alzheimer's support group,
call 800-272-3900. General
support groups are also
listed on the group’s web-
site at Alz.org. Meeting lo-
cations can be searched by
entering a ZIP code.)

Social worker David Don-
aldson runs a support group
for those who are dealing
with the death of a relative
or friend. The group is spon-
sored by CJE SeniorLife, a
social service agency based
in Chicago.”Loneliness is the
No. 1 issue;”says Donaldson.
Coming home to an empty
house after the loss of a
spouse after 40 years of
marriage can be“horren-
dous,” says Donaldson.

Donaldson’s practical ap-
proach relies on group
members to answer ques-
tions. “We try to help peo-
ple figure out what they
need,” says Donaldson. That
way, when friends ask how
they can help, the bereaved
person can say exactly what
they want, such as a phone
call once a week, or a com-
panion to help with grocery

~shopping. “If the pérson can

explain what they need,
they are more likely to get
help,” notes Donaldson.

Donaldson’s group meets
once a week, at CJE's offices
on the Northwest Side, usu-
ally for about 90 minutes. Par-
ticipants can attend when
they want. Some stay in the
group for years. Others drop
in and out as needed.

Not for everyone

The information shared in
support groups is confiden-
tial. The facilitator sets the
ground rules at the outset.
Participants are usually
asked to introduce them-

selves and say why they are
there. No one is made to
participate. But those who
don‘t want to share their
story or offer advice may not
be suitable candidates for
support groups, experts say.
Individual counseling is of-
ten a good alternative,

Also, it's a good idea to
try out a group and see
how it goes. If one group
doesn’t seem right, others
are often available. The
Alzheimer’s Association, for
instance, has groups meant
just for adult children, or for
spouses, as well as for gen-
eral caregivers,

Support groups are avail-
able for almost any type of
problem. Marlene Hem-
leben attends a support
group offered by the Link-
ages Program. It provides
help to seniors who have
adult children with disabili-
ties. The program is spon-
sored by CJE SeniorLife. The
group meets in Chicago two
times a month.

“l was so happy to con-
nect with other parents,”
says Hemleben. Her 37-
year-old daughter is men-
tally disabled and lives in a
group home."We are all in
the same boat.”

The group covers a wide
variety of topics, according
to Rosann Corcoran, a social
worker and the coordinator
of the Linkages Program.
Legal issues are often dis-
cussed. Facing their own
mortality, older people of-
ten worry what will happen
to their disabled children.
“Estate planning is a big is-
sue,” says Corcoran.

“One of the best features of
the support group is that it
acts as a resource for parents,
Corcoran says. The state of
lllinois has a fragmented de-
livery system of services, so
parents must make many
calls and fill out lots of appli-
cations to get services for
their children. “The group
can hold someone’s hand as
they as try to coordinate
services, notes Corcoran.

The group can also give
an elderly caretaker the per-
mission and encouragement
to let others help.“It's impor-
tant for people to realize
they don't have to do every-

_ thing;’ says Corcoran. ®




