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I am a huge fan of independent contractors, because 
they do vital work that most of us can’t or won’t. But 
finding good contractors and managing them is not 
always easy—and older adults sometimes face unique 
challenges in this department. 

I recently worked with an elderly woman who has 
significant memory impairment. 

She lives in an older home-- quite happily most of 
the time-- but recently had a problem with bedbugs, 
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which was a huge issue for both her 
and the live-in aides she relies on.

We needed the problem fixed 
immediately. But, as often happens, 
the first treatment didn’t eradicate 
the problem, and the exterminator 
was not in a hurry to come back and 
do a second one. 

We were told that it was a busy 
time. But it felt like we were being 
put on the back burner, behind cus-
tomers who had yet to write a check 
for that first payment.    

The exterminator was part of a 
national chain. After several unsuc-
cessful calls to the local office, I 
took her problem to the regional 
office and things eventually got sort-
ed out. But it required a good deal of 
follow-up and assertiveness. 

I don’t claim to know the con-
tractor’s motivation, but I do know 
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that ageism is real, and that there is 
sometimes the assumption an older 
person won’t speak up if there is a 
problem, or that they can be ignored 
if they do.      

Do you suspect that an older adult 
is facing similar issues? Here are 
five ways to help older adults avoid 
problems with contractors: 

Well-Being Checks 
Knowing what’s going on in the per-
son’s home is the first step toward 
being able to help, and visiting for 
regular well-being checks can be 
key. In addition to spending time 
with your friend or family member, 
it’s a chance to note the condition 
of their home. If there seems to be 
an issue that’s not being addressed, 
try tactfully approaching it in con-
versation. Don’t surprised if it takes 
more than once to get to the bot-
tom of things, and remember to be 
respectful of their boundaries. 

If home visits are impractical, 
well-being checks by phone can 
also be helpful. Pay special atten-
tion if they mention issues around 
the house, such as things breaking, 
and try to discuss their plan for 
fixing things. And remember to tact-
fully follow up; don’t assume things 
worked out. 

Do Your Research 
Take some time to learn about your 
options. Ask friends and family in 
the area for recommendations, or 
consult websites that offer customer 
reviews. You can also determine if 
potential contractors have received 
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complaints by checking with the 
Massachusetts Office of Consumer 
Affairs and Business Regulation. 

Know the Scams 
The Better Business Bureau (BBB) 
advises that people aged 45-65 are at 
greatest risk for home improvement 
scams. 

A common scam is a door-to-door 
contractor who claims they’re in the 
neighborhood with extra supplies 
and offers a bargain repair, only 
to raise the price midway, possibly 
threatening to walk. These are typ-
ically high-pressure sales pitches, 
where they want a quick answer. 

A better approach is to get a 
second opinion before hiring a 
contractor, and the BBB advises 
checking references and insisting 
on a written contract that includes 
price, materials and timeline.

Know Your Rights 
Hiring the right contractor is a cru-
cial first step, because if you get a 
bad one the focus can easily shift to 
trying to contain the damage.

Some communities, such as 
Cambridge, have a consumer’s 
council to help mediate complaints 
without recourse to legal action. 
Another potentially helpful resource 
is the Attorney General’s Consumer 
Hotline (617-727-8400), which can 
provide guidance on whether there’s 
grounds to file a complaint. 

Hire a Professional 
If friends and family are unable 
to provide enough help, it could 
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make sense to hire an Aging Life 
Care Manager. Previously known 
as Geriatric Care Managers, these 
are professionals who specialize in 
needs assessment and care manage-
ment, and can essentially act as a 
personal concierge to help a person 
stay in their own home safely and 
comfortably. 

Carolynn Nagao-Marcotte is a 
dementia certified Aging Life Care 
Manager for the CLO program 
at Somerville-Cambridge Elder 
Services, a non-profit elder services 
agency dedicated to supporting the 
independence and well-being of 
older adults. For more information 
about CLO, visit the Private Care 
Management page at eldercare.org 

or call 617-628-2601 for a 
free consultation.

Carolynn  
Nagao-Marcotte



4     Autumn 2018 • Advocate 

Tips for identifying and assisting 
elders at-risk for suicide was 
the focus of a recent clinical 

training at Somerville-Cambridge  
Elder Services (SCES). 

The discussion was led by Rose 
Cheyette from Samaritans of Boston, 
a not-for-profit that provides suicide 
prevention services. Speaking to 
roughly 40 SCES case managers, 
social workers, and nurses, Cheyette 
described suicide as a complicated 
issue that impacts many older adults, 
noting the highest suicide rate in 
2016 was among people aged 45-64 
-- with people over age 85 a close 
second. She also described listening 
as a powerful prevention tool. 

“The core of this training is how 
lifesaving true active listening can 
be,” said Cheyette. “Anyone can  

prevent suicide, so long as you are 
compassionate, empathetic, and you 
know who to turn to if a crisis situa-
tion does take place.”

Cheyette said there are warning 
signs for 75% of suicides, listing sever-
al that are common with older adults:

• Direct verbal statements 

• Change in sleeping or eating habits

• Taking risks, such as ignoring  
medical instructions

• Loss of interest in hobbies or  
favorite activities

• Giving away prized possessions

• Putting affairs in order

While there are many potential 
warning signs, Cheyette says the only 
way to know if somebody is feeling  

suicidal is to discuss the concerns. 
She advised a sincere and compas-
sionate approach, with a focus on 
listening and validating instead of 
trying to problem-solve. 

Cheyette said suicide generally 
stems from a combination of risk 
factors, which cumulatively can 
becoming overwhelming. She listed 
the following common risk factors 
for older adults:

• Illness/disability

• Significant loss 

• Lack of social supports

• Loneliness

• Financial changes

• Abuse or neglect

• Untreated depression 

SCES provides clinical training at 
least once per month to help prepare 
staff for potentially challenging situa-
tions, explained SCES Clinical Direc-
tor Annie Fowler. 

“It’s difficult to think, learn and talk 
about suicide, but it’s something we 
have to face at times in our work,” 
said Fowler. “I want our staff to feel 
like they have the skills to identi-
fy when someone might be having 
suicidal thoughts, feel comfortable 
talking with an individual about sui-
cide, and know what to do with the 
information they receive.”

Established in 1974, Samaritans of 
Boston provides community educa-
tion about suicide and also provides 
a 24-hour helpline, which receives 
roughly 80,000 calls annually. In ad-
dition to helping people in crisis, 
the helpline also receives many 
calls from people who are feeling 
depressed or isolated, explained 
Cheyette. 

Samaritans also provides grief sup-
port services. For more information, 
visit samaritanshope.org or call their 
helpline at (877) 870-4673.

Elder Suicide Prevention  

Rose Cheyette (right) from Samaritans of Boston loaded SCES nurse Nkera  
Rukubanuka down with plastic cups to demonstrate how many small issues can  
collectively become overwhelming.



Fatima, 64, lost her husband 
and her home. But she kept go-
ing and was able to find new 

housing, with some assistance from 
Somerville-Cambridge Elder Services 
(SCES) and other local agencies.

Fatima, of Somerville, recently 
shared her story with SCES, which 
she described as a miraculous turn-
around after a time of troubles. She 
initially moved in with family mem-
bers after the death of her husband, 
but soon realized that was not going 
to work out for the long run.

“I was devastated, with nowhere to 
go and nowhere to keep my cats,” said 
Fatima. “After the endless sadness of 
my husband’s loss, I was faced with 
another problem.”

Fatima turned to her SCES case 
manager for help. From there she 
was put in touch with SCES Housing 
Specialist Kristin Bell, who provided 
support and information about local 
resources. Fatima said it was a real 
turning point.

“I have so much gratitude for my 
case manager, Michelle Mazzola, 
who helped me through the tough-
est times,” said Fatima. “Kristin helped 
me fill out the application to get on 
Somerville Housing Authority’s Emer-
gency Housing waitlist, and also pre-
sented me with a list of options for 
shelters in the area. Luckily, I found 
a very special place to stay: the  
CASPAR Shelter of Cambridge.”

Bell often works with older adults 
facing housing crises, and said this 
was a case where the needs lined up 
with available resources.

“When someone is facing a no-fault 

Success Story: 

How SCES Helped Fatima Find a New Home   
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eviction, and can provide paperwork 
from the court system that displace-
ment and homelessness is evident, 
then an emergency preference may 
be granted which can get a person 
an apartment sooner than those on 
the regular wait-list,” explained Bell. 
“Thankfully, Fatima had a wonder-
ful experience while waiting at the  
CASPAR shelter.”

Fatima soon found more perma-
nent housing through the Somerville 
Housing Authority.

“In a matter of months, I am now 
in my own place with my two cats 
who are 19 and 14 years old, and 
were my husband’s favorite pets. My 
special thanks and prayers go out 
to the following very special orga-
nizations: Somerville Cambridge El-
der Services, my cat sitter, my social  

workers, the Somerville Housing  
Authority and the CASPAR shelter.”

Homeless is growing concern 
for older adults in Cambridge and 
Somerville, which prompted SCES to 
add a housing specialist position last 
year. Bell spoke of Fatima with great 
admiration, saying she maintained a 
positive attitude through trying times.

“Fatima was an inspiration to my 
work, as much as I was to her situa-
tion,” said Bell. “To see an individual 
accept and face homelessness with 
as much grace and determination as 
Fatima did was very profound. It’s dif-
ficult to refer people to shelters while 
they wait for a home, but with a pos-
itive outlook, Fatima embraced the 
period of transition with an amazing 
spirit of resilience.”



Providing in-home care for some-
one who needs daily assistance 
is a major commitment. It’s not 

something people enter into lightly--- 
and for that reason, it’s important for 
a caregiver to have a backup plan 
ready before it’s needed.

I recently spoke to a fellow social 
worker who saw the importance of a 
backup plan firsthand. He was work-
ing with a caregiver who believed 
that a family friend would step in to 

provide care if needed. However, the 
caregiver never discussed this plan 
with that friend. When the caregiver 
unexpectedly landed in the hospital, 
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Don’t Procrastinate With Your Caregiver Backup Plan
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the friend was not in a position to 
help.

This created a short-term crisis that 
sent the person receiving care to a 
nursing home. Fortunately, the care-
giver returned home in only a few 
days. However, this story underscores 
the importance of a backup plan.

Is your caregiver backup plan in or-
der? Here’s a few quick tips that can 
help ensure that you’re ready for the 
unexpected: 

Plan Together:  A backup plan is only 
helpful if everyone involved is on 
the same page.  Granted, discussing 
worst-case scenarios can be difficult.  
Caregivers may feel more comfort-
able just hoping that one or more 
family members will step in if there 
is a crisis.  However, this assumption 
can cause confusion or resentment, 
or worse, inadequate care for the  

Don’t Procrastinate With Your Caregiver Backup Plan
dependent person.  

To ensure the well-being of this per-
son, a backup plan requires a com-
mitment from the prospective back-
up care providers.   The only way that 
the caregiver can receive this com-
mitment is to begin the discussion.

Think Short and Long-Term: At a bare 
minimum, caregivers should have a 
short-term backup plan for emergen-
cies.  Since life is unpredictable, it is 
also important to consider longer 
term care as well.  

A longer term plan may be partic-
ularly relevant for parents who are 
caregivers of disabled, adult children.   
Will the parent be able to provide the 
necessary care as they themselves 
age?  The adult child may want to live 
more independently in a residential 
setting with peers or direct their own 
care, relying on paid care attendants.  
Again, starting a discussion about the 
future care needs of a dependent 
child can be difficult.   But beginning 
this conversation brings the reward 
of knowing that your loved one’s fu-
ture care needs will be met.

Investigate Caregiving Resources: 
Caregivers often depend on their 
family members and social networks 
for backup when the going gets 
tough.  There are many other resourc-
es available to support them as well.  
For example, one MassHealth-funded 
program, Adult Foster Care, provides 
training, financial compensation and 
paid time off for caregivers. Local el-
der service agencies are an excellent 

By Lissa Marcucci

Lissa Marcucci is a Licensed 
Clinical Social Worker who works 
for Adult Family Care (AFC), a 
non-profit Adult Foster Care pro-
gram at Somerville-Cambridge 
Elder Services that provides 
compensation, training, and oth-
er supports for in-home care-
givers across the Greater Boston 
Area. For more information, visit  

adultfamilycare.org or call  

Lissa Marcucci

place to start to learn about connect-
ing with this program, as well as other 
kinds of in-home support and care-
giving resources.

Hopefully that’s enough to help you 
get started. Developing a caregiver 
backup plan can be challenging, and 
sometimes there is no perfect answer. 
But it’s always better to know your op-
tions ahead of time, instead of wait-
ing for a crisis. 

617-628-2601
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About Somerville-Cambridge Elder Services 

Somerville-Cambridge Elder Services (SCES) is a non-profit elder services agency 
that’s dedicated to helping people maintain independence and well-being at home. 
We facilitate many state and federal programs, which can be accessed through our 
Aging Information Center. This free community resource provides ready access to 
the following: 

Information & Guidance  Aging can be complicated. But our Elder Care Advisors are 
experts on aging, caregiving, and disability issues—and can facilitate access to 
resources that can help.

In-Home Services  We provide a wide range of programs that support health and 
well-being, including Meals on Wheels, caregiver support, and assistance with daily 
tasks (such as housecleaning and personal care) through our Home Care program.

Volunteer Programs  Our volunteer programs help older adults maintain their current 
lifestyle, providing everything from basic companionship to medical advocacy.

For More Information  Contact our Aging Information center at 617-628-2601 during 
regular business hours, visit our website, eldercare.org, and follow us on Facebook 
and Twitter!

Please check if you would like to:

o Have the Advocate mailed directly to
 your house

o Make a donation to  
Somerville-Cambridge Elder Services

Name__________________________________
Address________________________________
City___________________________________                                                    
State___________Zip code________________

To mail a donation:

o A check is enclosed made payable to  
 Somerville-Cambridge Elder Services.

This gift is  o in honor of  o in memory of

Name:___________________________

Please mail to:
Somerville-Cambridge Elder Services

61 Medford Street
Somerville, MA  02143-3429

For online donations visit:
www.eldercare.org

61 Medford Street

Somerville, MA  02143-3429

Phone: 617-628-2601
Fax: 617-628-1085
Email:  info@eldercare.org
Web:  www.eldercare.org
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This agency and its programs are funded in part by contracts with 
the Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder Affairs. 
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