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This guide is intended to start you off with checklists 
and advice on key things you might need to know, from 
how to choose a care home, to how do you know they’re 
still coping, to why have a needs assessment...

We know how hard it can be
supporting and caring for elderly parents. 

Are they still coping?
No-one wants to admit they might need help at home, particularly as the implications could 

be life-changing. Here are some key questions you should consider when you visit:

Look around the house and garden to see if things are less well cared for than they used to be: is the 
kitchen in a muddle, or the bathroom not so clean? Is the laundry piling up? Is post unopened?

Money: are bills getting paid, or are there reminders in the post? If you are able to look at a bank 
statement, does it look like spending patterns have changed?

Medication: where is it kept and does it seem to be taken regularly?

Personal hygiene and appearance: do they appear to be looking after themselves – clean clothes, hair, 
shaving, teeth? Can they still bath/shower? It may be worth asking this question directly, as this is often a 
real challenge as mobility reduces. Are they over or under-dressed for the weather?

Food: check the fridge to make sure food is not literally alive, and to see if they appear to be eating regular 
meals. Are they still able to cook or heat food safely, or lift a boiled kettle?

Mobility: can they still get up and down stairs? Are they able to walk to shops or public transport, or to 
drive themselves safely? As above, how is it getting up in the morning, having a bath or taking a shower?

Hobbies and socialising: are they still doing the things they have enjoyed doing? Are they getting out to 
see friends or go to activities?

You may need to suggest some low level help to begin with, while you investigate other help such as Care 
Agencies, food delivery, Care Homes, Dial-a-Ride services. You could also talk to their GP, and/or arrange 
for an assessment from local social services (see later in this guide) which will provide an independent 
assessment of their needs at home.
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Preparing to care
Planning ahead with our checklist here will save time and 
stress, should you find yourself in an emergency situation with 
your parents or relatives, particularly if you’re a distance away.
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Having difficult 
conversations
Who wants to talk to their 
parents about the possibility 
of poor health, old age and 
worse?

Few of us embrace this 
opportunity for all the right 
reasons.

There are 3 questions you 
should try and ask which 
will give you helpful pointers 
about future wishes and 
desires:
• Where would your parents 

like to live while still able to 
live independently (in the 
family home, in a smaller 
home nearer you, in a 
retirement complex?)

• What would their ideal 
care look like if they have a 
choice (care at home, care 
in a particular residential 
home?)

• How will this be funded? 
What are their thoughts 
about power of attorney 
and an advance directive for 
end of life care?

Answers to these will give you 
all some idea of what plans 
you need to put in place in 
order for your parents to enjoy 
the future that they would 
most like to have.

Keys: who has front door keys? Is there a spare set somewhere? 
Should there be a keysafe outside? Is there a burglar alarm? Where are 
the other keys – for the garage, shed, kitchen drawer or desk where all the 
useful information may be stored?

Neighbours and Friends: do you have contact details for 
friends and neighbours who you can call particularly if you don’t live nearby?

Contact details: really useful to have a list of all relevant 
contacts, from the Doctor, the local vicar, priest or rabbi, any carers or 
regular visitors, as well as lawyers, accountants and other key people;

Medical history: allergies, previous surgery, chronic conditions, 
current medication, especially if your parent is on blood thinners like 
Warfarin (in case you need this information out of hours, when the doctor 
cannot be contacted).

Legal stuff: have they written a will and do you know where the 
latest copy is? You should also discuss drawing up a Power of Attorney and 
an Advance Directive.

Passwords: potentially a legal minefield regarding agreements 
with providers and data protection… but at the very least it is worth 
knowing the login details and password to a computer, with details of online 
accounts, and what is stored where on the computer such as photographs.

The Folder: encourage your parents, relatives 
or friends to compile a folder of all information that you 
might need one day, or at least directions on where to find 
everything if you need to. If possible, ask for a copy of all of 
the key information. Top things to go into the Folder:

Bank account details

National Insurance number, passport number

Where to find passports, driving licence, birth certificate, 
marriage certificate

Vehicle ownership paperwork

Personal and other insurance details, including private health 
insurance details and house insurance

Important contact details – GP, carers, other agencies, 
neighbours and other relevant people

Copy of the will – or where to find it, as well as any relevant 
lists of bequests

Copy of any Power of Attorney and Advance Directive

Keys, safe and security alarm details

Passwords

And finally, but probably No 1 on many lists: instructions for 
what to do with the pets!
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Organising Care

If you’ve realised that your parents/relatives need more help at home, don’t panic. It doesn’t 
mean that they need to move to a full time care facility yet - with the right help it’s very likely 
that they can remain happy and safe at home for many years to come.

You and other family members may take on 
some of the responsibilities and other activities 
can be provided from carers. Spending time 
looking for the right carer it goes without 
saying, is essential.

Finding someone that gets along with them, 
has interests in common and fits in with their 
way of life is important. Providing care that is 
available on a consistent basis with the same 
carers makes life easier. Care can be adjusted 
as and when is needed – and is flexible around 
the needs of the parent and the family – such 
as full time care when the family go on holiday 
for a couple of weeks – full time care may be 
needed for a week or so.

Remaining at home

How to choose a carer / care agency

Your local authority social services can give 
you a list of local care providers (agencies). You 
should then contact at least two or three and 
ask them to send you their brochure and price 
list. A wide range of services are available 
and a care plan will be designed to your meet 
particular needs (both in terms of what they 
need help with and how often). If you haven’t 
asked your relative’s GP for a social services 
needs assessment you should do so now, 
as they may be entitled to free or subsidised 
home care.

The pros of using an agency:
• Someone will always turn up: if one carer 

is ill or away, another one will turn up – 
important peace of mind if you don’t live 
close by

• The agency will take all of the employers’ 
responsibilities – hiring, vetting, PAYE etc 
(unless paid for directly by Social Services)

• If you are not happy with an individual 
carer or with the care provided, you can 
take it up with the agency and do not need 
to discuss directly with the carer

• You can increase (or decrease) the number 
of hours of care relatively easily

The cons of using an agency:
• The same person does not necessarily 

come every time, and sometimes a 
completely new carer will turn up whom 
your relative has never met before

• If you do not live near your relative and 
want to check up on how things are going, 
the agency manager will not necessarily 
have first hand knowledge of the situation

• The carers will have a tight schedule of 
calls and be unable to be flexible about 
staying for an extra 10 minutes if needed

• The hourly rates are higher than for a 
directly hired carer

• In some rural areas you may have very little 
choice about which agency you can use, 
and you may not like the only one available
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Residential Care

Do you need to look for a nursing home or a residential care home? The GP and social services 
can assess the level of need.

Anyone who has a complex medical condition and needs care from a nurse regularly will need to 
be in a nursing home. It will have a registered nurse on duty at all times. Residential care homes 
can also bring in medical help when required, but they mainly provide ‘social care’ – help with 
washing, dressing, feeding as well as providing social activities for residents.

• You should be able to turn up and ask to be shown 
around without an appointment, which you can 
make for an assessment once you have a shortlist of 
homes. 

• Small is not always beautiful. Larger homes often 
have a lot more going on in the way of activities, and 
provide more opportunity for socialising between 
residents. 

• How happy do the staff look? Ask whoever shows 
you round whether they like working there, whether 
they would like to be cared for there. Ask what staff 
turnover is like and whether agency staff are regularly 
used. 

• First impressions? Does the entrance look cared for, 
or is the paintwork chipped and are there cigarette 
butts on the ground? Does it smell? 

• Ask residents if they are enjoying living there. What 
do they do during the day and in the evening? Are 
there suitable activities and outings organised? Is 
there an activities co-ordinator? If you can, talk to 
some of the relatives too. 

• Ask how much freedom residents have for their 
own routine and activities. Can they furnish their 
own room, bring their own bedding, hang their own 
pictures? Look at some of the residents’ rooms to see 
how homely they are. 

• Ask what care is provided for End of Life. What 
training is given to staff? 

• If relevant you should also ask what training the 
staff have in caring for residents with any kind of 
dementia. 

• Ask how the home communicates with and involves 
relatives.

Our top 10 tips for looking at care homes:Think about location (near 
where they currently live, so 
that friends can visit easily, 
or near you, if you live further 
away).

Check the Care Quality 
Commission (CQC) website 
to see which care homes are 
nearby, and look at the latest 
CQC reports for the homes 
you plan to visit.

You should also try and speak 
to as many people as you can 
about local care homes – the 
GP, friends and neighbours, 
social services - who has 
experience of any care homes 
in the area you are looking at.
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If you think your parents need more help and care, then the first priority is to get their local 
authority to undertake a care needs assessment which they are obliged to do, regardless of 

finances or perceived eligibility.

Local Authority needs assessment

Key things you should know

Every council uses the same assessment framework which has set criteria for eligible needs.

Local authorities must ensure the integration of care and support with health and health-
related services, including housing. People will be assessed on the basis of their general 
wellbeing and not just their personal care needs, based on three tests:

• If the needs arise from a physical or mental impairment or illness
• If your parent is unable to achieve two or more of the specified “care outcomes” (see below)
• If there is likely to be a significant impact on their well-being.

Our advice is to be with your parent for the assessment if you possibly can. Not only can you 
help avoid the “stiff upper lip” approach minimising or downplaying health/care issues for the 
needs assessment, but you can ensure that it covers all your parent’s health and social care 
needs.

The ‘care outcomes’ that the local authority will consider are:

• Managing and maintaining nutrition
• Maintaining personal hygiene
• Managing toilet needs
• Being appropriately clothed
• Being able to make use of the adult’s home safely
• Maintaining a habitable home environment
• Developing and maintaining family or other personal relationships
• Accessing and engaging in work, training, education or volunteering
• Making use of local community facilities or services including public transport
• Caring out any caring responsibilities the adult has for a child

Following the assessment and If the criteria are met, the Authority must produce a detailed 
plan and a personal budget.

Whilst every Authority will have differing service provisions, the criteria will be nationally 
applied. In preparing the assessment, the Authority must listen to the adult’s own input and 
they must also provide information on what care is available and how to access these services, 
even if it will not be provided by them.

The GP is probably your best bet to start the process of a needs assessment. Alternatively try 
the adult social care department of the local authority in question.
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Organisations
that can help

Age UK
Their website has useful resources on health and 
wellbeing, care at home, funding care, and products 
to help you live safer and more comfortably at 
home. Age UK is made up of local Age UK chapters 
that can help and the chances are you will find one 
close to where you or your loved one lives.

Website:     www.ageuk.org.uk 
Call: 0800 169 2081 for advice or information.

Independent Age
Independent Age is a charity offering free advice 
and information on care. Their Wise Guides are 
particularly useful and you can order them for free. 
The Guides cover a range of areas, such as Your 
Health and the NHS.

Website:     www.independentage.org
Call: Advice line on 0800 319 6789

Society of Later Life Advisers
SOLLA is a not for profit organisation that helps 
families to find specialist local advisers, accredited 
by SOLLA. They provide invaluable advice on issues 
affecting older people, including long-term care, 
savings, pensions and equity release.

Website:     www.societyoflaterlifeadvisers.co.uk
Call: 0845 303 2909

Which?
Which? Elderly Care helps families to understand 
their care choices. Their site helps visitors to 
understand their relative’s needs, housing options 
and paying for care. They have a really useful Care 
Advice Tool for people who aren’t sure where to 
begin.

Website:     www.which.co.uk/elderly-care

Unforgettable.org
Unforgettable is a new organisation, founded with 
the support of the Alzheimer’s Society. It provides 
specialised products and practical advice for people 
affected by Dementia. Their newsletters, blogs and 
forums are easy to follow and they have a simple 
marketplace for families to find Dementia products. 
These products help with everything from safety at 
home, to mobility aids and personal hygiene.

Website:     www.unforgettable.org
Call: 0203 322 9070

Alzheimer’s Society
The Alzheimer’s Society is the leading care and 
research charity for people with Alzheimer’s and 
Dementia. Their comprehensive website is full 
of useful advice and guidance on the disease, 
including what it is, symptoms and diagnosis, how 
to live with it and how to care for someone with the 
disease.

Website:     www.alzheimers.org.uk
Call: 0207 423 3500

Good Care Guide
The website provides an independent forum to 
allow people to find, rate and review elderly care 
options across Britain. People share views on the 
quality of care, staff, facilities and value for money.

Website:     www.goodcareguide.co.uk

Care Quality Commission
The Care Quality Commission is the independent 
regulator of all health and social care services in 
England. They monitor and inspect services to 
make sure they meet quality and safety standards. 
They publish what they find, including performance 
ratings to help people choose care.

Website:     www.cqc.org.uk
Call: 03000 616161

Carers UK
Carers UK are the UK’s national membership charity 
for family carers. The charity provides advice and 
support to carers, with expertise on benefits, tax 
credits and employment rights.

Website:     www.carersuk.org
Call: 0808 808 7777

There is more information on our 
website,     www.agespace.org, 

on a much wider range of subjects. 
You can also join our forum and get 

involved in the conversation.
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