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 Again, you will surely be able to add to this list. 

 

The joy of the holidays is not just for the young or the hale and 

hearty. It is for us all and there are ways for everyone to 

participate. We hope your holidays will be blessed and peace 

will fill your home. 

 
By Andrea Heeres 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ask the Caregiver: 
 

Q: Now just when I thought I had won the battle with my mom  

     concerning everyday showers she decides “Oh I’m not  

     ready to shower just yet.  I want to see this show.” Next  

     thing you know it’s 11 pm and she still doesn’t want to take  

     a shower. Why is she reacting this way toward showering  

     daily? 
 

A: This is a common problem, especially with dementia  

     patients. One helpful nurse gave me tips that help with  

     certain people. Instead of asking them, you basically would  

     get everything ready, room warmed up if needed, water  

     running to right temperature and all necessary items and  

     clothes ready to go. Then approach the person and say we  

     are all set and lead them to the shower. You don’t even have  

     to say shower, you can just lead some people there and they  

     will comply. Gently guiding sometimes works wonders  

     with dementia since decisions are difficult.   
 

     If the person isn’t able to take showers/baths or is very  

     reluctant, a bed bath might be in order.    In fact, a couple  

     times a week for a bed/basin bath is usually enough for  

     most elderly.   Every couple of days help your person  

     undress, in parts, and assist him/her in a sponge bath,  

     including their hair.  Ask your homecare provider, watch a  

     video on the internet or ask at your doctor’s office if you are  

     unsure how to proceed with a basin bath.  Doing parts at a  

     time, keeping the person warm by covering the rest of their  

     body is less upsetting to some people.   
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        your favorite toys when you were a child?  Do you   

        remember getting your first television set? What kind of  

        clothes did you wear? The questions can go on and on and 

        your patients can give answers only s/he has. These can be 

        put in books or stories. Even better if old family albums 

        can enhance the tales. 

 What can the patient do in the food preparation 

department? Even if our loved ones have to sit through it 

and just direct, they are helping and participating. Annie’s 

mother gave wise turkey advice. When Annie tugged the 

beautiful bird out of the oven, she lost control and the 

turkey slid right onto the floor. “Oh, honey, just dust it off 

and put it on the plate. No one will know.” No one 

understood why Annie and her mother giggled throughout 

that holiday dinner. 

 Like Carl, you can encourage your loved one to make gifts 

for others. They may want to focus on ideas from their own 

childhoods. For example, a woodcrafter may make wooden 

guns that shoot rubber bands for the kids. Mom could 

weave potholders with craft loops. If your loved one can 

still knit or crochet, help her to make mittens and hats for 

the poor. The most effective way to lessen our own 

problems is to serve someone else. 

 There is no doubt you can add many suggestions that fit 

your loved ones even better. It is such a gift to make them 

feel helpful and needed. 
 

Passive 

 Fill your home with music. Patients with dementia issues 

often respond best to the old standards such as White 

Christmas or Deck the Halls. To key into your loved one’s 

spiritual side, Silent Night and Joy to the World are fine 

choices. 

 If your loved one is able to go out, drive around looking at 

the lights. There are some awesome displays in this area 

that will make your patient’s day.  

 Read to your patient. Your loved one may not follow 

Dickens’ A Christmas Carol fully, but the attention and 

sound of your voice can be enormously soothing. 

 Watch the classics on television. Movies like Miracle on 

34th Street are appreciated and, if you want a laugh fest, A 

Christmas Story will fill the bill. 

 If your loved one cannot participate in making or putting up 

decorations, be sure to have them in the room to watch. 

This is particularly pleasurable if little ones do the tree 

trimming, laughing at how the ornaments rise only as high 

as the tallest child can reach. 

 If your church or elementary school goes caroling, be sure 

your loved one is on the list of shut-ins to visit. 
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Caregiving and Holiday Rituals 
wisdom of this when she sat him at the 

kitchen table with a power drill but all went 

well. Carl may not have been a ray of 

sunshine that Christmas but at least the 

clouds were thinning. 
 

It may be best to divide 

our list of patient 

holiday ideas into two 

categories: Active and 

Passive. Both Carl and 

Irma were still capable of participating in 

activities both mentally and physically, 

although not at previous levels. But we all 

know many patients can only watch. We 

want to include them as well. 
 

Active 

 Make your own Christmas cards. There 

is an entire industry around card making 

and Internet sites includes pictures, ideas 

and step-by-step tutorials. Craft stores 

carry stamps, colored inks and 

decorative papers. Many items can be 

found around the house: snippets of 

ribbon, Christmas wrapping paper and, 

of course tiny marshmallows (reindeer 

poop!). Children in the family can 

participate, making a wonderful new 

Christmas tradition. 

 Make decorations for the tree. These can 

range from stringing popcorn to crafting 

elegant beaded balls. Craft stores have 

plain glass balls that can be either filled 

with small objects or painted on the 

outside to create one-of-a-kind 

ornaments. Again, the Internet is 

overflowing with ideas and instructions. 

 Write your story. Like Irma, many senior 

patients have tales to tell that, if we don’t 

ask, will someday be lost forever. What              

was it like in the days when milk was 

delivered right to your door? What were  
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QUOTES 
 

“Christmas is not  
a time nor  

a season, but a  
state of mind.   

To cherish peace 
and goodwill,  

to be plenteous in 
mercy, is to have  
the real spirit of 

Christmas.”  
― Calvin Coolidge 

 
 

“Remember, if 
Christmas  

isn't found in  
your heart, you 

won’t find it  

under a tree.” 
― Charlotte Carpenter 

 

“It is Christmas  
in the heart that 
puts Christmas  

in the air.  ” 
― W.T.Ellis 

 
 

“At Christmas, play 
and make good 

cheer, for  
Christmas comes 
but once a year.”  

― Thomas Tusser 

Festive/Frightful Holidays 
“I hate the holidays,” Carl said. “I used to 

climb all over the house hanging red and 

green crepe paper, tinsel and fold out bells. 

Now I live at my daughter’s and she won’t 

let me stand on a chair to change a light bulb, 

let alone decorate the house. She’s afraid my 

breathing problems will make me fall and 

break something. Might as well skip the darn 

(Carl never actually said darn when a 

stronger word would do) holidays!” 
 

Many caregivers can empathize with Carl’s 

daughter, Judy. The loved ones they care for 

can no longer participate in the holidays in 

the ways they once did and their sense of loss 

puts a black cloud over the festivities. In a 

perfect world everyone, including patients, 

would roll with life’s changes with wisdom 

and good humor. Hah! The real world is far 

from perfect. 
 

There are, however, many ways caregivers 

can include their loved ones in holiday 

preparations and festivities. Of course, this is 

not a “one solution fits all” proposition. We 

must first consider the personality and 

experiences of the patient. 
 

Irma, for example, was a child during the 

Second World War. She still remembers her 

mother ~ a fabulous cook ~ going to work in 

the factory while Irma tried to prepare a 

wartime Christmas for her siblings. Sugar, 

butter and many other things were rationed 

and it took all her ingenuity to get around 

these roadblocks. Fortunately, Irma’s 

caregiver knew her well and helped her write 

a story about her experience, which she read 

to her family on Christmas Eve. 
 

But Carl was a doer, always tinkering and 
fixing. Judy encouraged him to make his 

Christmas gifts and he chose a project that 

required drilling holes in hollow blocks of 

glass and stuffing them with strings of 

Christmas lights. She wondered about the 
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A Caregiver’s Christmas Wish List 

It’s a short list – only 5 items…the intangibles that are most 

meaningful to caregivers. If any of this wish list rings true for 

you – share it with your family and friends.  Surely Santa can 

help with these!  All I want for Christmas is: 
 

1. An empathic ear. Caregiving is intense, and new challenges 

arise every single day. Even if they sound like the same things 

over and over to outsiders, for caregivers each one is a new 

mountain to climb. 
 

My wish: Friends and family who are open to listening – 

without judging or criticizing. It helps me to talk or email about 

these challenges, frustrations and heartbreaks. That may involve 

laughing, crying or just matter-of-fact relating of the 

circumstances. It may mean talking through a decision making 

process and providing feedback. Talking (some would say 

venting) is often the only way I can work through them and 

move on to the next challenge. If you feel like you “don’t know 

how to help” the caregiver in  your life, remember that 

sometimes just listening is indeed helping. Another point: if you 

aren’t open to hear about the challenges, you’re the last person I 

want to tell about the triumphs, joys and hilarious things that do 

happen on a regular basis too. 
 

2. Positive reinforcement. So many very well-meaning people 

are quick to (lovingly) offer their opinion of what I should be 

doing differently. And it’s often much appreciated. I’m the 

primary caregiver for two parents who have lots of needs – of 

course I’m constantly questioning and trying to do things 

better! But what about the positives? What about the things I’m 

doing right?  
 

My wish: to hear more, on a regular basis, about the things I’m 

doing well – the things you admire. The things I do that make a 

positive difference in my parents’ lives. My ability to do the 

“right thing.” The choices I make that are positive in terms of 

taking care of myself (much needed for all caregivers.) The 

positives are what keep me going.   
 

3. Practical help. People are often telling me I do too much and 

look exhausted, which isn’t all that helpful (I already know 

that) unless it’s followed by a practical offer of help. I also 

sometimes get offers of “let me know if there is anything I can 

do to help.” Which are really nice, but again not as helpful. I’ve 

got my hands full – I often don’t have time stop and think of 

things for people to do.  
 

My wish: for people to observe, ask, jump in, and do. Really 

DO and follow through. Honestly, offers to help that aren’t 

followed through do more damage than good because I get my 
hopes up and then am disappointed. Some examples to help you 

get the picture:   
 

“I’ll research that new medication your mother is on and get 

back to you today.” 
 

“I’ll go and see your parents for an hour or two while you go do 

something fun or get your work done.” (respite!) 
 

“I’ll sort that huge stack of mail for you.” 
 

“I’ll water your plants at home twice a week for you so it’s one 

less thing for you to worry about.” 
 

“I’m going to the store – is there anything I can pick up for you 

or your parents?” 
 

“I’ll go with you next time you take your Mom and Dad to a fun 

outing – let’s set the date now.” 
 

“I’ll look over your parents’ new health insurance info and give 

you a summary.” 
 

“I’ll come over and help you put up your Christmas decorations 

– it will take half the time and we’ll have fun doing it. Then you 

can get back to your duties with your parents.” 
 

4. Connection. Caregiving can be incredibly isolating. Every 

moment of my life seems to be filled with balancing work, 

hands-on care or coordinating other caregivers, paperwork and 

finances, my own housework and maintenance. Never mind 

disposable income – I don’t even have disposable time! 

Therefore, time to reach out to friends is very, very narrow or 

even non-existent. It’s the irony of caregiving: we need 

connection more than ever, and yet the specific demands of 

caregiving often cause us to lose our social connections. 

My wish: for people to reach out on a regular basis. This does 

not have to be a major effort. While spending actual in-person 

time together is the best, that’s not always possible, so it could 

be: 
 

Sending a funny greeting card in the mail on a regular basis 

(finding some “good mail” in the huge stack of mail I manage 

for my parents and me is an extra special gift!) 
 

A quick email just to connect (and please don’t be offended if I 

don’t have time to respond!) 
 

A phone call or message just to say hello (again – if I don’t 

reply it’s just because I’m frantically on the go – don’t take it 

personally!) 
 

Surprise delivery items like flowers or edible fruit bouquets (my 

sister sent me chocolate dipped strawberries one day just for fun 

with a note of thanks for what I do – that meant so much to me!) 
 

5. Fun. I know – it seems so obvious but still needs to be said. 

We caregivers deal with a lot. Most of us try to also have some 

fun with the loved ones we are caring for, but we need to kick 

back and have fun on our own now and then! The longer I am 

caregiving, the simpler that fun can be and still give me a big 

lift.  
 

My wish: for people to arrange fun for me! It’s best to have  
Continue on Page 4 
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company to do these fun things, but, again, not always possible. So our friends and family 

can still help us have fun!  A few ideas to make it easier for the caregivers in your lives to 

have some fun: 

Go to a movie – or send movie tickets or a good DVD; we’re more apt to take the time to 

go or watch if we have the items in hand 
 

Make a CD of fun, uplifting, empowering and energizing music 
 

Take a walk together – or talk on the phone while you’re both taking walks in different places 
 

Have lunch or coffee – or send gift cards for favorite restaurants or coffee shops 
 

Set up a fun class or workshop to take together – or do a little research about what’s available in the area where the caregiver 

in your life lives and send a list of fun classes or workshops that might interest them 
 

Set up a webcam for Skype or use Face Time and set up a date to show each other your holiday decorations, new outfit or 

furniture, pets, garden, or even watch your favorite TV show together – and laugh! 

 

The bottom line: The gifts caregivers most want are not big-ticket items. They are the things that soothe our souls, give us a 

smile and make us feel less alone. This is an important and challenging time in our lives and we often have no idea how long 

it will continue. It becomes a way of life. We just want a little support to keep going and feel the joyful moments.             

 

Taken in part from an aarp.org article 
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