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To Our Bronx Community,

Happy New Year! Caring for Your Health  
is your guide to living well in the Bronx. 

This issue is dedicated to a topic that affects 
many in our community:  caring for elderly and 
fragile loved ones. You’ll find information here 
on managing Alzheimer’s disease, recognizing 
signs of depression and other mental health 
problems in the elderly, preventing caregiver 
burnout, emergency care for seniors, and 
healthy eating tips.  

Let us know what you think and what you’d like 
to see in future issues.  We are here to help you 
live better today and every day that follows.

Sincerely,
SBH Health System
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BRINGING SENIORS
to the EMERGENCY ROOM

By Ernest F. Patti, DO, Emergency Medicine Physician

Elderly patients can offer special challenges to emergency room doctors 
and need special attention due to the many health risks they face, including:

At SBH, we know your family is important to you. Our Emergency 
Department staff is experienced in working with patients who 
have these issues. We have medical specialists trained in geriatric 
medicine, including nurse practitioners, social workers, physical and 
occupational therapists, case managers, and pharmacists who are 
familiar with the needs of older patients. Our staff also understands 
that many senior patients may be shy about asking for help. Their 
pride, in addition to their health issues, may prevent them from ever 
admitting that they cannot do it alone. Specially trained in lowering 
anxiety and fears, the Emergency Department team gives patients 
the support they need. 

While our goal is to make sure that older adults remain in their  
own homes whenever possible, sometimes it is necessary for  
short-or long-term placement in a rehabilitation center for the best 
care. SBH works closely with patients and their families to make the 
best choice. 

Uncommon diseases and injuries

 Having more than one condition or disease at the same time

Mental and behavioral disorders

Cultural and language issues

Possible elder abuse and neglect

Need for pain management and planning for end-of-life care

Need for referrals to other health services 

Need for environmental adaptations for limited movements 
and prevention of falls, such as hand rails and proper lighting.

Disorders that impact basic functions such as weak and 
sensitive skin, dizziness and poor balance

�Difficulty�in�managing�multiple�medications�and�their�side�effects
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The research about seniors and mental 
illness is sobering: more than five million 
adults 65 years of age and older suffer from 
dementia, and many are diagnosed with 
depression and/or anxiety disorders.  

That’s hardly surprising as older people 
often have a great deal to contend with. 
This can include their physical decline, 
the death of loved ones, the loss of 
independence, a change in environment, 
and greater isolation, to name just a few.   
  
To help elderly loved ones, family caregivers 
need to be able to identify the signs of 
mental health problems as early as possible 
and, when necessary, get professional help.   
  
“Depression is typically characterized by 
sadness, guilt, hopelessness, helplessness; 
there’s crying, self-reproach,” says  
Dr. Arthur Cronen, a psychiatrist at SBH 
Health System. “In the geriatric population, 
there can be some variation of this. The 
person may have a greater sense of feeling 

isolated; they may have less stamina, less 
energy. The person may complain more, or 
their appetite or sleep may be disturbed.”  
  
Studies have shown that seniors who suffer 
from depression or anxiety disorders are 
treated most effectively with a combination 
of medication and psychotherapy. It’s 
important to note that older people process 
drugs more slowly than younger people and 
usually need lower doses of medication.  
  
Is this normal?  
While normal aging may be accompanied 
by some short-term memory loss in 
terms of problems with finding words or 
remembering names, these are not usually 
signs of Alzheimer’s disease or other types 
of dementias.   
  
“These signs may depend on the 
personality type,” says Dr. Cronen. “For 
example, if a quiet, mousy person becomes 
belligerent, or an outgoing and gregarious 
person becomes more internal and less 

communicative, that may be an indication. 
But, counter to that, if you have someone 
who, say, is normally paranoid or secretive, 
this trait might become more intensified.”  
  
Early�identification�of�dementia�allows�
families to prepare for the future.  
Some medications may impact how a person 
thinks and understand their surroundings. 
“The most important benefit of identifying 
the early signs is that it gives the family the 
chance to make plans while the person is 
still functioning,” explains Dr. Cronen. “They 
can make decisions in terms of power of 
attorney, getting financial issues straightened 
out, determining whether they have the 
capacity to care for the patient at home or 
put them in a nursing home. The treatment 
calls for maintaining safety and preparing for 
the future. You don’t want to wait.”  
  
SBH offers many mental health services for 
our community, from therapy to medication 
management. Find the best program that 
meets your needs by calling 718-960-3071.

Recognizing Signs of Mental Illness in Seniors

“�The�most�important�benefit�of�identifying�
the�early�signs�is�that�it�gives�the�family�the�
chance to make plans while the person is 
still functioning.”

CAREGIVERS:
As any caregiver knows,  
this is not an easy job. 

A family caregiver is typically a spouse, adult 
child or sibling who cares for an elderly loved 
one or child. Acording to the National Alliance 
for Caregiving, of the 34.2 million Americans 
who provide unpaid care to an adult age 50 
or older, about half care for someone with 
Alzheimer’s disease or another dementia.

In many cases, it means juggling care with the 
demands of your immediate family, your job and 
your own needs. 

Caregiver burnout is a very real problem 
that can threaten your physical and mental 
well-being. Common signs and symptoms 
of caregiver stress include feeling anxious or 
depressed, having difficulty sleeping, being 
irritable, always feeling tired and run down 
(and, as a result, often getting sick), having 
trouble concentrating, feeling resentful, and/or 
neglecting other responsibilities. 

Tip #1
Accept help. This may mean finding a family member or friend 
to relieve you so you take a break for several hours a week. 
Explore the resources that are available in your community in 
terms of meal programs, adult day care, transportation, tax 
exemptions and Medicaid waivers, etc.

Tip #2
Focus on what you can provide. Rather than stress over what 
you cannot control (for example, your loved one’s health condition), 
work on how you can improve on reacting to problems.

Tip #3
Set realistic goals. Know your own limits. Prioritize, make lists 
and establish a daily routine. Say no to requests that will only 
cause you more stress (like hosting family get-togethers).

Tip #4
 Look for a support group. People in support groups will 
understand what you are going through and might know of 
services that can help you and your loved one.

Tip #5
Don’t ignore your own health. Make sure you eat and sleep 
properly. Make time for exercise.

Tip #6
Don’t isolate yourself. It’s easy to cut yourself off from 
friends and outside activities. Make sure you continue to have 
outlets outside of the care you’re providing.

Tip #7
Educate yourself on your loved one’s needs. The more 
you know, the less anxiety you’ll feel about your role and the 
more effective you’ll be. Turn to your doctor, social worker or 
therapist, or talk to others who have gone through this.

Tip #8
See your doctor. Don’t hesitate to mention any health 
concerns or symptoms you have. 

Tip #9
 Encourage your loved one’s independence. Caregiving 
does not mean doing everything. Be open to new technologies 
and strategies that will allow your family member to be as 
independent as possible. It’s necessary for both of you.

Tip #10
Watch out for early signs of burnout in yourself. If they 
should occur, get professional help as soon as possible. You 
need to take care of yourself, or you won’t be able to take care 
of your loved one.

10 Tips for Preventing 
Caregiver Burnout
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This story tells the experience of 
one Bronx family faced with the 
dilemma of caring for a relative with 
Alzheimer’s disease.

At SBH, we look after all of the health 
needs that older adults may have 
through our Senior Health Center. 
Working closely with family and 
friends, we help our patients stay 
active and independent.

My husband and I live just a few 
blocks from my Mom and Dad. 

We really didn’t imagine that they 
might need our help so we contented 
ourselves to visiting on weekends and 
holidays. We had plenty of time to 
spend on our children and our own lives.

All that changed one day when Mom 
called to say that Dad wasn’t quite 
“right” and seemed to be more and 
more forgetful. She discovered that he 
had failed to pay the phone bill and, 
once, he had been brought home by a 
kind neighbor who saw him standing 
alone and confused in the street. Mom 
said she had known his memory was 
poor for a while, and she thought he 
was just getting old. But, the next night 
he woke up at 2 AM, got fully dressed 
thinking it was morning, and tried to 
walk out the door. He insisted that he 
had to go to the post office. Although 
she was able to stop him, she was very 
upset and worried. 

I began stopping off at the market each 
evening to be sure Mom had everything 
she needed because she was not 
willing to leave the house even to shop, 

Managing Alzheimer ’s:
A CAREGIVER’S STORY

afraid that Dad might wander out of 
the house. I began to spend so much 
time helping Mom that my husband had 
to start picking up the children after 
school. Soon, my husband and I were 
alternating spending the night sleeping 
on Mom and Dad’s couch – just to give 
them some sense of security. But Dad’s 
memory and behavior continued to get 
worse and in a few months it was clear 
that we needed help. Only, we had no 
idea where to turn. 

My parents had visited just one family 
doctor for many years, but he had 
retired and they had not found anyone 
to replace him. They were reluctant to 
go to a “new” doctor and I didn’t know 
any of the staff at the new walk-in clinic 
down the street. 

Things became really difficult when Dad 
began to get angry when we stopped 
him from leaving the apartment. He kept 
saying he was going to visit his mother 
– although Grandma had passed away 
25 years earlier. 

One day, he was so confused and angry 
he tried to hit Mom. It was the saddest 
day when we thought that it was 
possible Dad might no longer be able 
to live at home. We never imagined we 
could even think about this, but Mom’s 
safety was also important.

We knew that this wasn’t a life 
threatening illness, but it was serious, 

and it was tearing our family apart.
We took Dad to the emergency room 
at St. Barnabas Hospital. The doctors 
and nurses listened patiently to our 
story and then we were introduced 
to a geriatric nurse practitioner. He 
asked questions about how we lived, 
Dad’s health, his medical conditions, 
his medications, and our ability and 
desire to continue to care for him – it 
was so informative and helpful to talk 
about the things that matter every day 
with medical professionals who truly 
understood our problem.

They told us that it wasn’t necessary 
for Dad to live elsewhere – that we 
had all the resources we needed to 
successfully care for him at home 
– where he belonged. We were 
referred to the Senior Health Center 

where we met a team of health 
professionals, geriatricians, geriatric 
nurse practitioners, a pharmacist, 
social worker, and patient navigators 
dedicated to senior patients and fully 
aware of Dad’s problems and our  
family predicament. 

We received excellent counseling from 
the case manager and were introduced 

to the wonderful people at CaringKind 
– the leading source of Alzheimer’s and 
dementia care counseling in New York. 
They taught us how to cope with Dad’s 
behavior and wishes, how to plan for 
his and Mom’s financial future, and how 
to deal with emergencies. 

The Senior Health Center 
recommended we enroll Dad in the 
Adult Day Care program – which 
worked out wonderfully as he now 
spends five days each week supervised 
by a nurse, gets to be socially and 
physically active and also has two 
meals each day. He even goes on trips 
with the group.

It is now three years later – Dad still 
lives at home – his memory has slowly 
declined and we have to help pick out 

his clothes each day. But, there are no 
more arguments now. Mom is safe and 
not worried anymore. My husband and I 
still visit regularly, but we all now know 
what to do and what our roles are so 
our lives are less hectic. We don’t get 
those emergency calls anymore and, 
most important, my father is living in 
his own apartment with my mother and 
they are both aging peacefully.

“ Things became really difficult when Dad began to get angry 
when we stopped him from leaving the apartment. He kept 
saying he was going to visit his mother – although Grandma 
had passed away 25 years earlier.”

By Joel Sender, MD, Division Director, Geriatrics
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Super-Healthy
SMOOTHIES 

Adapted by Rebecca Ditkoff 
Registered Dietitian, SBH Health System

Smoothies are a delicious and easy way 
to eat healthfully and are great meal or 
snack options. They’re also beneficial for 
people with a decreased appetite or who 
have difficulty chewing hard food. Fresh 
or frozen fruit, milk (dairy-free such as soy, 
almond, rice too), and/or yogurt are often 
the main smoothie ingredients. Below are 
two recipes for nourishing smoothies that 
will keep you healthy as you age.

Fruit & Greek Yogurt Smoothie
•  1/2 cup milk (milk substitute or water also 

works)
•  1 cup plain Greek yogurt
•  1/2 cup fresh or frozen mixed berries
•  1/2 teaspoon cinnamon
Add to blender and mix until smooth. 

Green Smoothie
•  1/2 cup milk (milk substitute or water also 

works)
•  1 cup plain Greek yogurt
•  1 cup spinach 
•  2 tbsp peanut butter
•  1/2 teaspoon cinnamon
Add to blender and mix until smooth.

Healthy add-ins for an extra 
boost of  flavor and vitamins:
•  1 tablespoon chia, flax, or hemp seeds 
•  1/2 teaspoon vanilla powder or extract 
•  1/4 cup coconut flakes or shreds
•  1 serving of your preferred protein powder

Healthy Recipes
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Nutrition Tips  
for Older Adults
By Rebecca Ditkoff, Registered Dietitian

Eating healthy food packed with 
vitamins and minerals is important 
at any age. As people get older, 
however, changes in the body 
can affect how it processes food. 
Certain nutrients will become more 
important for maintaining and promoting good health. Below are some 
nutrition tips to help you stay healthy as you age.

Eat less, but choose foods wisely
When a person ages, the metabolism slows down. This means eating 
less in order to maintain a healthy weight. Therefore, it is important to 
choose nutrient-rich foods to make sure every bite counts. An easy way 

to ensure adequate nutrient intake is to “eat from the rainbow” by choosing foods with 
vibrant colors such as fruits and vegetables. Avoid foods that are high in calories and 
low in nutrients such as sugar-sweetened beverages and desserts, white bread and 
rice, or other refined grains. 

Choose high fiber foods
Fiber alleviates constipation (common in older adults) and helps to control 
weight, blood sugar, and cholesterol. Choose whole grain breads and 
cereals, beans, vegetables and fruits to ensure adequate fiber intake

Drink plenty of fluids
Older people can also feel less thirsty, but the body still needs enough fluids 
to stay healthy and keep regular. Make sure to drink enough water or other 
non-caffeinated beverages and consume foods with high water content such 
as low sodium soups, cucumbers, and melons. 

Focus on Calcium and Vitamin D
Older adults need more calcium and vitamin D to help maintain bone health. 
Aim to include three servings of vitamin-D fortified low-fat or fat-free milk 
or yogurt each day. Other non-dairy foods rich in calcium include fortified 
cereals, dark green leafy vegetables and canned fish with soft bones. 

Boost B12 intake
Vitamin B12 deficiency is especially common in adults aged 50 and older 
since they may not have enough hydrochloric acid in their stomach to absorb 
the vitamin B12 naturally present in food. Choose foods fortified with B12 

(such as certain cereals) or speak with your doctor or a registered dietitian to see if 
you need a vitamin B12 supplement.

Invierno 2016

DEALING WITH 
ALZHEIMER’S
A CAREGIVER’S STORY


