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INTRO 

When "Helping Your Parents" Starts Sounding Like a 
Job Description 

At first, it usually doesn't look like a major life change. Dad 
asks you to book a doctor's appointment because "all that 
online stuff makes no sense." Mom calls because she needs 
you to check an electricity bill. While you're at it, you pick up 
a prescription, order some groceries, and explain for the third 
time why the text message announcing a million-dollar prize 
was probably not sent by the central bank. 

Each of these things takes only a moment. The problem is 
that moments have a remarkable ability to reproduce. 

After a while, you realize that in addition to your own job, 
home, children, partner, groceries, dentist appointments, 
broken faucet, and vague attempt to remember the last time 
you did something purely for fun, you are also running an 
unofficial administrative and logistics department for your 
parents. You answer calls. You track appointments. You 
check results. You fix the phone. You organize transportation. 
You update siblings who, for some mysterious reason, always 
seem to learn what is happening only after you tell them. 

And quite possibly, nobody ever officially said, "From now 
on, you're responsible for everything." It just happened. 

This is one of the more difficult shifts in adult life because 
the roles start to blur. The people who once reminded you 
about your jacket, your documents, and your dentist 
appointment may now need reminders about medication, 
bills, or medical tests. At the same time, they are still your 
parents. They have opinions, pride, habits, and often a very 
specific view of what you should be doing with your own life. 



4 

This can create some rather strange situations. You try to 
convince your father not to climb a ladder, and he replies that 
he's "been climbing ladders his whole life and is still alive." 
Then he asks why you still haven't changed your tires. 

Supporting aging parents is difficult not because people 
don't want to help. Most of the time, they want to help very 
much. The trouble starts when that help has no boundaries, 
no structure, and no division of responsibility. 

One person does more and more. Another is "available if 
anything happens." A third lives far away. A fourth joins a 
family discussion once every six months and suggests the 
most time-consuming solution imaginable. 

In this book, we are not going to try to create the perfect 
family where everyone enthusiastically volunteers for shifts 
and responds to messages within four minutes. Such families 
probably exist, just like socks that always come out of the 
washing machine in matching pairs. We are not going to build 
our plan around paranormal phenomena. 

Instead, we will focus on something more practical: how to 
help in a way that actually works. 

How to figure out what your parents genuinely need 
instead of reacting to every request like an emergency 
response center. How to talk to siblings and other relatives 
about specific responsibilities. How to separate urgent 
matters from things that can wait. How to use outside help 
without feeling as though you are "handing your parents over 
to strangers." How to talk about money, transportation, 
doctors, paperwork, and safety before a problem turns into a 
crisis. 

Most importantly, though, we will separate helping from 
taking everything on yourself. They are not the same thing. 
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You can be a caring son or daughter without also becoming 
a 24-hour reception desk, driver, accountant, IT technician, 
personal assistant, and family command center. You can love 
your parents and still be unable to answer every phone call in 
the middle of your workday. You can say, "I'll help you 
organize it," instead of automatically saying, "I'll do it." 

The difference seems small. In practice, it can save you 
several years of living in permanent firefighting mode. So we 
will not begin with the question, "How can I do more?" 

We will begin with a much more sensible one: What actually 
needs to be done, who can do it, and why exactly should 
everything depend on me? 
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Chapter 1 - First, Figure Out What They 
Actually Need 

When a parent starts needing more support, the natural 
reaction is to act. Something needs handling, so you handle 
it. Another issue appears, so you take care of that one too. It 
gives you a temporary sense of control, but there is one 
problem: after a few months, you may be doing twenty 
different things when only five of them genuinely require your 
involvement. 

That is why your first task is not to do more. Your first task 
is to understand the situation properly. 

Don't ask only, "What do you need help with?" It sounds 
like a good question, but it often produces terrible data. A 
parent may answer, "Nothing, we're managing fine," and 
thirty minutes later you discover that they haven't picked up 
their medication for three weeks because the pharmacy is too 
far away. 

Instead, walk through an ordinary week. 

How do groceries work? Who cooks? How do your parents 
get to medical appointments? Do they keep track of dates and 
times? Who pays the bills? Are they comfortable with 
banking? Are there things around the house that are 
becoming difficult? Does using the phone, computer, or 
television regularly require technical intervention on the level 
of mission control? 

This is not an interrogation. You are building a map. 
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Not Every Difficulty Is Automatically a Problem 

This matters because concern can easily turn into 
overprotectiveness. Mom shops more slowly, so you start 
doing all the shopping for her. Dad enters the wrong banking 
password once, so you take over every payment. Your 
parents order the wrong product online twice, and you decide 
the internet is now officially closed to them. 

Help should increase safety and convenience, not 
automatically reduce independence. 

If a parent can still do something but it takes longer than it 
used to, you do not necessarily need to take over. Sometimes 
the better answer is simply to make the task easier. Use 
automatic payments instead of manually paying the same bill 
every month. Arrange a weekly grocery delivery instead of 
several trips to the store. Keep important phone numbers in 
an obvious place instead of relying on ten attempts to find a 
contact inside a smartphone. 

The best solutions often do not involve doing something 
for your parent. They involve making it easier for your parent 
to keep doing it themselves. 

Separate Real Need from Habit 

Another mechanism appears in many families. Once you 
perform a task for a few months, it quickly stops being 
considered "help" and becomes "how we do things now." 
You book a train ticket once. 

Soon, you book every train ticket. You call the clinic once. 

Before long, calling the clinic has somehow become part of 
your permanent job description, along with bills, the 
television, the phone, the printer, car insurance, and the 
mysterious category of "look something up for me online." 
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That does not mean your parents are manipulating you. 
Most people simply follow the path of least resistance. If you 
can do something faster, calling you starts to feel like the 
obvious solution. 

That is why it helps to ask yourself from time to time: Do I 
actually need to be the person doing this? If the answer is no, 
the second question is: How can we organize this differently? 

Map Five Main Areas 

To avoid turning a family conversation into a five-hour 
audit, look at five basic areas: health, home, transportation, 
finances and administration, and everyday functioning. You 
do not need to solve everything in one meeting. The goal is to 
identify places where difficulty or risk keeps appearing. 

Health might involve keeping track of appointments, 
prescriptions, and transportation. At home, the issue could be 
stairs, heavy groceries, or small repairs that, for reasons 
known only to him, your father has decided to perform while 
standing on a chair placed on top of another chair. Finances 
may involve disorganized bills, suspicious phone calls, or too 
many matters still handled entirely on paper. 

But don't assume that because you can see a problem, you 
automatically know the best solution. Ask your parents. "What 
is most difficult for you right now?" 

"What do you most often need help with?" "What do you 
not want us to take over for you?" That last question is 
especially important. 

Your parents are not a project to be managed. They are 
adults whose lives are becoming a little more complicated. 
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Separate What Is Urgent from What Is Merely Loud 

One of the biggest causes of overload is treating every 
problem as equally important. A phone call about a missing 
remote control can sound just as dramatic as a call about 
someone feeling unwell. The difference is that the remote can 
wait until tomorrow. 

It helps to establish three informal levels of urgency. 

The first is genuinely urgent situations involving health, 
safety, or a sudden problem your parents cannot handle on 
their own. The second is important but schedulable matters 
such as appointments, documents, or major shopping. The 
third is the "when you have a minute" category, whose main 
ambition in life should not be to destroy your Tuesday work 
meeting. 

This distinction also helps your parents. If they know that 
non-urgent matters can be sent in a message or added to a 
shared list, there may be fewer calls beginning with, "Do you 
have a second?" that turn out to require forty-seven minutes. 

Don't Build a System That Only Works During Your 
Best Week 

The worst care plan is one based on your calmest week. If 
you can visit your parents three times, do their shopping, and 
handle five errands during an unusually quiet week, that does 
not mean the same model will work for the next three years. 
Plan for normal life. 

Plan for busy weeks at work. Vacations. A sick child. Your 
own exhaustion. The week when your car is in the repair shop 
and your sibling has gone away for the weekend. 

A good support system should still function when you 
cannot be its main component for several days. If everything 
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immediately stops working without you, you have not created 
a system. You have created a dependency. 

And that is exactly what we are trying to avoid. 


