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Planning Before the Crisis

The Elder-Care Steps Most Families Overlook

By Shirley Wolfe

ost Americans assume elder-care
M planning is something to worry

about “later” But for many families,
“later” arrives suddenly—after a fall, a stroke,
a diagnosis, or a financial emergency. By then,
options are limited, costs are higher, and
families are left scrambling to make decisions

under pressure.

Experts say the most effective elder-care
planning happens years before health declines
or savings run out. Yet many of the most
important steps are the ones people rarely hear
about. Here are the practical measures families
can take now to avoid confusion, conflict, and
financial strain down the road.

Pre-Paying Final Expenses: The
Irrevocable Funeral Trust

One of the least-known tools in elder planning
is the irrevocable funeral trust, often called
an IFT. It allows individuals to pre-pay funeral
and burial expenses in a protected account that
cannot be seized by nursing homes or counted
against Medicaid eligibility.

Funeral costs typically range from $8,000 to
$15,000. Without an IFT, families may be forced
to pay these expenses out-of-pocket at the
worst possible time. Because Medicaid permits
pre-payment of funeral expenses through an
irrevocable trust, this step can protect both
dignity and family finances.

The Document Families Regret Not
Having: Durable Power of Attorney

A will determines what happens after death.

A durable power of attorney determines what
happens during life.

If someone becomes unable to manage

their affairs, banks and financial institutions
will not speak to spouses or adult children
without a valid power of attorney. Without
it, families may have to pursue court-ordered
guardianship—a costly, time-consuming
process that can take months.

A durable power of attorney should be
completed long before any cognitive decline.
Once capacity is lost, it’s too late to sign one.

Medical Directives: Preventing Family
Conflict

A medical power of attorney and advance
directive outline a person’s wishes for medical
care if they cannot speak for themselves. These
documents guide decisions about life support,
resuscitation, and end-of-life care.

Without clear instructions, families often
face agonizing choices. Medical directives
spare loved ones from guessing—and from
disagreeing—during moments of crisis.

The “Letter of Instruction”: A
Roadmap for Loved Ones

Not a legal document, but often the most
valuable one, a letter of instruction gathers
essential information in one place:
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o Passwords

» Bank and investment accounts

» Insurance policies

o Location of important documents
o Funeral preferences

o Contact lists

+ Personal messages

Families frequently report that this simple
document made the first 48 hours after a crisis
far easier to navigate.

Beneficiary Forms: The Hidden Trap
Many people assume their will controls who
inherits their assets. But for life insurance,
retirement accounts, and pensions, beneficiary
forms override the will.

If those forms are outdated, assets may go to
an ex-spouse or deceased relative. Reviewing
beneficiaries every few years prevents costly

mistakes.

The High Cost of Long-Term Care
Long-term care is the financial shock most
families underestimate:

o Assisted living: $4,000-$7,000 per month

« Memory care: $6,000-$10,000 per month

« Nursing home care: $9,000-$12,000 per
month

Most families exhaust their savings within 12 to
18 months.

Planning options—such as long-term care
insurance, hybrid life-insurance policies, or
early Medicaid planning—are far more effective
when started early.

The Five-Year Lookback Rule

Medicaid reviews five years of financial history.
Gifts, property transfers, or large withdrawals
can trigger penalties that delay eligibility for
long-term care coverage.

This rule surprises many families who try to
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move assets only after a health crisis. Early
planning avoids these complications.

Organizing Documents Before They’re
Needed

Experts recommend keeping all essential
documents in one clearly labeled binder or
digital folder:

o Will and trust documents

» Powers of attorney

e Medical directives

» Insurance policies

e Deeds and titles

o Financial accounts

« Social Security and Medicare information

In emergencies, organization saves time—and
stress.

Downsizing Before It Becomes Urgent
Many older adults postpone downsizing until

a crisis forces a rushed move. Early downsizing
reduces fall risks, simplifies caregiving, and
allows the older adult to participate in decisions
rather than having choices made for them.

The Conversation Families Avoid

Perhaps the hardest part of elder-care planning
is not the paperwork—it’s the conversation.
Families often avoid discussing finances,
medical wishes, or end-of-life preferences. But
silence leads to confusion and conflict.

A single, honest conversation can prevent years
of uncertainty.

Aging Is Inevitable. Crisis Doesn’t
Have to Be.

The families who navigate aging most smoothly
are not the wealthiest or the luckiest—they

are the ones who plan early. By taking a few
practical steps now, individuals can protect
their dignity, preserve their assets, and spare
their loved ones from unnecessary hardship. &





