
WITH AGE COMES NEWFOUND AWARENESS that
the holiday season looks and feels different
from one person to another. The final few
months of the year bring with them a flurry of
cherished traditions and customs, sacred and
secular alike, as well as an opportunity to
remain curious when asking someone, “How do
you celebrate?” or “How are you (honestly)
doing?”

A more commercialized version of the
holidays—sold to us online, onscreen, or in
stores—often features a picture-perfect,
abundant image of family and feasting. Yet the
reality is that memories of holidays past, paired
with the year’s range of material and emotional
challenges, tend to inform whether these
months find someone feeling more ‘joy to the
world’ or ‘bah, humbug!’ (or some complex
mood in between).

Caregivers supporting loved ones with serious
or chronic illness, for instance, may find much
of their energy and resources used up, mixing
bitter feelings into the season’s sweetness. These
months also prove particularly difficult when
facing the death (recently or years ago) of a
family member or close friend. The decision to
either embrace familiar sights, sounds, and
smells once cherished by and shared with a lost
loved one, or to let them slip away during an
ongoing grieving cycle, is a deeply personal
one. Then there are those experiencing a sense
of isolation or loneliness, further exacerbated in
recent years by the pandemic. There’s no one-
size-fits-all shape to this season and how we
move through it.

Dear Readers,

Perhaps the truest gift, then, lies in our surrender to
imperfection and unpredictability. By remaining open
to the evolution of holiday celebrations—our own and
those around us—we are better equipped to give and
receive joy where we least expect it.

In that spirit, we are grateful to the community
members who shared with us a meaningful holiday
memory for this edition’s Reader Connections. From all
of us at ElderHealth, we hope this season offers
moments of rest, reconnection, and rejuvenation for the
New Year ahead.

Sincerely,
Laura Aylmer, LCSW, APHSW-C
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Meet Your Team!

Jennifer Carter, Administrative Assistant

Heart at Home: How did your journey in health care
begin?

Jennifer Carter:My career in health care began later in
life in response to my father's Parkinson's diagnosis. To
ensure that my parents received the best care possible, I
assumed the role of a supportive caregiver during that
time. I then accepted a Patient Care Technician (PCT) role
at a local hospital where I was cross trained in Ward
Clerking, and went on to become a Medical Assistant
(MA), a Licensed Nursing Assistant (LNA), and a
Certified Caregiver (CCG).

HH: What are some of the tools and experiences you
plan to bring to your new role?

JC:While primarily working in a home health setting
with Dementia patients and their families, I utilized
enrichment tools such as humor, music, pets, and daily
movement activities to stimulate patients’ minds and
bodies. I have also worked in a hospice setting in
patients’ homes as well as in long-term care homes.

HH: As you begin this next chapter, what are you most
excited about?

JC: I’m excited to bring my passion for geriatric care to
ElderHealth and serve as a friendly voice to all those
calling in. You can count on me to assist with scheduling
or other needs. I look forward to supporting all our
patients and providing them with the best care possible.

Amy Ginn, Nurse Practitioner

Heart at Home: What first drew you to nursing, and how
did your journey to this role start?

Amy Ginn: I first chose nursing as a career when I was in
high school because of my interest in science. My
grandmother had also experienced a stroke, and helping
her brought us closer together. I knew then that I wanted to
be a nurse. After high school, I came to Tucson and
attended Pima College, followed by the University of
Arizona, to work towards my goal of becoming a nurse.
While in school, I met my husband and started my family. I
fell in love with the Sonoran Desert. Now, I am excited and
grateful to join the amazing ElderHealth team.

HH: Tell us a bit more about your early experiences as a
nurse. Any lasting takeaways from that time?

AG:My first nursing position was at St. Mary’s Hospital,
and I found rehab to be my favorite unit to work on. The
patients responded positively to therapies, and it was
fulfilling to see them thrive after a serious, life-changing
event such as a stroke or other severe illness. After working
for seven years as a clinical nurse, I became a nurse
practitioner.

I found my next niche was in caring for older adults at
their home or in a facility that served as their ‘home-away-
from-home.’ The joy of talking to people and learning
about their lives and accomplishments feeds my desire to
care for them like a family member. Even just seeing a
bright smile from a patient or hearing about their career or
family will brighten my day and bring happiness; I can’t
imagine ever doing anything else.

HH: What brings you joy outside of your work?

AG: In my free time, I enjoy being with my family—that
includes six grandchildren.

These interviews have been edited for clarity.
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Read an expanded version of this
piece on the ElderHealth blog.
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Thriving Through the Holidays: Tips for Caregivers

Wood bench on the edge of Arizona’s Grand Canyon National Park.
Photo by Jean-Luc Ichard

What comes to mind when you hear the
question, “So, what are you doing for the
holidays?” For those who identify as
caregivers to someone with a serious,
chronic, and/or progressive illness during
the holiday season, this seemingly
innocuous question may prompt mixed
emotions. The same goes for someone in
the grips of chronic, physical, or mental
illness themselves; who feels isolated or
lonely; or who recently experienced the loss
of a loved one.

For anyone who might be overwhelmed
with care-giving responsibilities, decisions,
and unknowns, the holidays—and all their
expectations—might be accompanied by a
heavy heart. If any of this resonates with
you, consider the following tips to help
restore some peace and rest amid this hectic
time of year.

1. Set reasonable expectations.Whether
this looks like deciding to stay at home
instead of traveling, or deciding to cook less
or order in from a local grocery or
restaurant, setting boundaries is key. This
might also look like placing a time limit on
how long you choose to spend at a
gathering. If you are celebrating at someone
else’s home, for example, this may be
especially important if you are caring for
someone with a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s or
other dementia; the longer and later
someone may be away from their usual
routine, behaviors may surface as fatigue
sets in. Maybe let someone you trust know
of your decision in advance and prepare to
make an early exit from the party.

2. Find ways to give back. The holiday
season offers many ways to look beyond
yourself and your own situation. If
someone in your life has been a particular
source of support and comfort, send them a
handwritten card or reach out to express
your gratitude. This may also take the form
of donating to a community organization
you care about in honor of someone you
love, or participating in a toy or food drive
as your financial situation allows.

By Laura Aylmer, LCSW, APHSW-C
3. Share your wish list with those who offer support.
If you identify as a caregiver, let others know what is helpful to
you beyond material gifts, such as respite. Ask a family member
to help out in a specific way once a month, for example. If
someone asks what they can ‘get you’ this holiday season, offer a
tangible action of support they can take, instead.

4. Schedule one-on-one time. The dizzying pace of the holidays,
combined with the regular tasks of personal and life care, is
often a recipe that yields fatigue and irritability for caregivers.
Know that it’s ok to take a break and recharge, emotionally and
otherwise. Consider scheduling time to sit quietly in nature or
revisit a photo album with your loved one. Even if only for 15
minutes, the reward (and stress relief) will far exceed the time.

5. Be extra giving to yourself. If this year holds cares and
commitments too big to bear, put a wish out into the world for
yourself and others this holiday season—then let go of the need
to control the results. In this way, you offer yourself a gift that
cannot be found on store shelves or online: the gift of showing
yourself care and kindness, grace and patience, as you find your
own unique path through the holidays.
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Reader Connections
The ElderHealth community shares
treasured holiday memories.

Ben Thomas, Member
The joy and satisfaction of Christmas Day is remembered from long ago with my parents and six
children. While the youngest children were excited by Santa’s gifts, several were starting to doubt the
reality of Santa Claus, and the two oldest had made the transition. There was a large basket of fruit,
symbolizing my parents’ achievement of providing food. As the second-oldest child, I watched the joy
in my parent’s eyes: warm home, food, security, happy and safe children. A job well done.

Amy Ginn, Nurse Practitioner
One of our family holiday traditions is baking cut-out, holiday-shaped sugar cookies. I remember
going to my grandparent’s house and baking them with my grandmother, and now I’ve passed the
tradition to my children.

Melissa Koon, Nurse Practitioner
Every year on Christmas Eve, we would eat dinner and exchange gifts at my mamaw’s house
(mamaw is Mississippian for grandmother). We would go right to the small Christmas tree, overrun
with presents, only to be told, “You cannot open gifts until everyone has finished eating dinner.” As a
child, this was pure torture. The grandkids would be done in five minutes, then we would be forced to
sit and wait…and worse, we had to stay out of trouble because if we didn’t, the presents would just
sit there even longer! Little did I know that as an adult, my favorite holiday memories would not
include even one gift under the tree. Instead, the moments I hold dear occurred during that torturous
time between dinner and right before we opened presents, when my cousins and I would gather
around the radio and listen as the announcer tracked Santa. These are cherished times that when
remembered warm my heart and make me smile.

Brittany Wagner, Practice Manager
Christmas time for us has always been magical. Our traditions of gathering on Christmas Eve
included enjoying appetizers and being allowed one gift each to open. The house was filled with
music. We also enjoyed visiting local neighborhoods to admire Christmas lights
and waking up in the morning to see that Santa had eaten
nearly all of his cookies, drank all of his milk,
and left unwrapped gifts under the tree.

Marc Goodman, Registered Nurse
My fondest holiday memories are musical and largely
involve group singing. These moments range
from singing in my elementary school choir
to caroling with hospice co-workers at our
in-patient facilities to chanting “Ma'oz Tzur”
(“Rock of Ages”) at Hanukkah gatherings at
friends' homes. Regardless of religious belief,
repertoire, or musical ability, I experience singing The Grand Canyon in winter. Photo by mauhorng
together with others as uplifting and inherently
spiritual.


