Savvy Senior®
Auto Aids for Aging Drivers
Dear Savvy Senior,

I’ve heard that there are some different devices you can buy for your car that can help older drivers. I’ve lost a lot of flexibility over the years and have a hard time getting in and out of my car, and my wife struggles with arthritis in her hands which causes her some problems too. What’s available that can help keep us mobile? 

Stiff Driver

Dear Stiff,

There are lots of gadgets and devices on the market today that can help make driving easier and safer for seniors. Here’s a breakdown of some popular budget-friendly products that can help with a variety needs. 

Mobility and Flexibility 

Each year in the U.S., an estimated 37,000 people age 65 and older are injured by simply entering or exiting their vehicle. If mobility problems or limited range of motion is hampering your ability to get in and out of your car, look over your shoulder to back-up or merge into traffic, or even reach for your seatbelt, here are some items that can help:

· Handybar: This is a portable support handle that inserts into the U-shaped striker plate on the door frame that helps with getting into and out of the vehicle. 

· Car Caddie: This is another type of portable handle that hooks around the top of your door window frame giving you something to hold onto while getting out of the car. 

· Swivel seat cushion: A round portable cushion that turns 360 degrees to help older drivers and passengers rotate their body into the car. 

· Panoramic (or wide-view) rear view mirror: These attach to your existing rear view mirror to widen your rear visibility and eliminate blind spots so you can see traffic without significant neck or body rotation. It also helps during parking.  
· Convex (or wide-angle) side view mirrors: These attach to the existing side view mirrors to improve side and rear vision. 

· Easy Reach Seat Belt Handle: This is a six-inch extension handle that attaches to your seat belt to make it easier to reach. 

Arthritic Hands

Drivers who have arthritic or weak hands may find the tasks of turning the ignition key to start the car, or twisting open the gas cap to fill up, difficult and painful. Items that can help include an “easy-to-grasp key holder,” which is a small handle device that attaches to your car keys to provide additional leverage making it easier to turn the key in the ignition or door. And for help at the pump, a “gas cap turner” makes removing the gas cap a breeze. Another comfy add-on is a “steering wheel cover” that fits over your existing steering wheel to make it larger in size and easier to grip. 

Sensitivity to Glare 

Aging eyes almost always become more sensitive to glare. A fantastic item that can help is the “Sun Zapper Glare Shield” – a device that clips right on to your existing sun visor to remove sun glare without obstructing vision. It also comes with a special sliding shield that lets you block extra-bright glare spots. 

Small Drivers

Most seniors shrink a little as they get older (due to gravity and osteoporosis) and for those who were small to start with, it can be difficult seeing over the steering wheel, or reaching the pedals without being too close to the airbag. Solutions include getting an orthopedic (wedge-shaped) seat cushion that supports the back and elevates you a few extra inches to help you see. Or foot pedal extensions that allow you to reach the gas and brake pedals while keeping you 10-to-12-inches from the steering wheel. These cost around $200 and need to be installed by a professional. 

Shopping Tips: All of these items (except the foot pedal extensions) cost under $40, and can be found online at a variety of locations. Some good shopping points include Amazon.com, Dynamic Living (888-940-0605; dynamic-living.com), ActiveForever (800-377-8033; activeforever.com;) and AutoSport (800-953-0814; autosportcatalog.com). 

Savvy Senior®
Strategies to Boost Your Social Security

Dear Savvy Senior

I know that the size of a person’s Social Security retirement benefit is based on how much they earn over their lifetime. But beyond earning a higher paycheck, which isn’t likely for me, is there anything I can do to boost my future Social Security benefits? 

Approaching Retirement

Dear Approaching,

Most people think that there isn’t much they can do about the size of their future Social Security retirement checks – but that’s not true! Depending on your situation, there are several ways to boost your benefits that few people know about. Here’s what they are and how they work.   

Waiting Strategy

The most common strategy people use to increase their benefits is to delay taking them. While workers can start collecting their Social Security retirement benefits as early as age 62 (and most do), postponing them to full retirement age (which is 66 if you were born between 1943 and 1954), or better yet to age 70, can make a big difference. Let’s say, for example, that you’re eligible for $1,000 monthly benefit at age 62. By waiting to 66 your monthly benefit would increase to $1,333. And by waiting to age 70, you would boost your benefit a whopping 76 percent to $1760. Waiting beyond age 70 will not increase your benefits.

I do, however, want to add that if you’re strapped for cash or in poor health and don’t expect to live much past your mid-70s, you’re better off collecting early benefits. See www.ssa.gov/estimator to calculate your benefits at different retirement ages.

Strategies for Couples

In addition to delaying benefits, there are two strategies that can help married couples too. The first one is called “file and suspend” – part of the Senior Citizens Freedom to Work Act of 2000. It allows a worker to “file and suspend” Social Security benefits once he or she has reached full retirement age. Under this law, the higher-earning spouse (usually the husband) could file for benefits, allowing his wife to collect her share, and then suspend his own benefits while continuing to work and building a bigger payment for the future. 

Another benefits-boosting option few people know about is the “claim now, claim more later” strategy. This option lets you draw on your spouse’s Social Security benefits (once you reach full retirement age), while delaying the start of your own benefits. Here’s how it works: Let’s say that you and your wife are both 66. You’re still working and you’d like to delay collecting benefits based on your own earnings record until you’re 70. Your wife can collect full benefits based on her work record – and you can collect a spousal benefit which is half of what she gets. Then, once you reach 70, you stop receiving the spousal benefit and switch to your own benefit, which will be 32 percent higher than the benefit you would have collected at your full retirement age. 

Borrow and Invest Strategy 

This is an option for wealthier retirees with other sources of income. How this works is you start collecting early Social Security benefits as soon as you retire, and you save and invest that money. Then at age 70, you file a withdrawal application form 521 at your local Social Security office and pay back the benefits that you’ve received, with no interest or adjustment for inflation. Then you reapply for Social Security, claiming a larger monthly check based on your older age. And, you keep the profits you earned from the benefits you invested. For more information see www.ssa.gov/retire2/withdrawal.htm. 

Family Boosters

Having children under age 19 who are still in high school can also boost your benefits. Each dependent child is entitled to benefits worth up to half of what you’re collecting. And if any child is younger than 16, your spouse can also qualify for additional benefits as a caregiver. 

To learn more about these options visit www.socialsecurity.gov or call 800-772-1213.
Savvy Senior®
How to Find Senior Discounts

Dear Savvy Senior,

It seems like senior discounts have been dwindling over the past few years. What’s the best way to find them? 

Penny Pincher

Dear Penny,

One of the great perks of growing older in the U.S. is the many discounts that are still available to seniors. While the recession has caused many companies to cut back or eliminate their senior discount programs, there are still plenty of good deals out there. You just have to dig a little deeper. Here are some tips and tools to help you find them.  

Just Ask

The first thing to know is that not all businesses advertise it, but many give senior discounts just for the asking – so don’t ever be shy or embarrassed to ask. You also need to know that some discounts are available as soon as you turn 50, while others may not kick in until you turn 55, 60, 62 or 65. Here are some other tips that can help you find the best deals and discounts.  

Web Search

The single best resource for finding senior discounts is SeniorDiscounts.com. A great resource that lists more than 150,000 businesses offering senior breaks on a wide variety of products and services like airlines, car rentals, travel, recreation, shopping, restaurants, hotels, state and national parks, medical services, pharmacies and  museums. For an annual fee of $8 you can find discounts by the city, state, or zip code, or by the category you’re interested in. Or for $13 you can find and get discounts through their members-only club, and receive a printed copy of their SeniorDiscounts Guide to boot. Also check out SeasonedSpender.com and Bargains4seniors.com, two less established sites that let you search for discounts and deals for free.  

Join a Club

Another avenue to senior discounts is through clubs and organizations. The one you’re probably most familiar with is AARP (www.aarp.org; 888-687-2277), which offers its members (age 50 and older) a wide variety of discounts through affiliate businesses. Annual AARP membership is $16. But that’s not all! There are a variety of other organizations that offer discounts, such as The Seniors Coalition (www.senior.org; 703-896-7615), Alliance for Retired Americans (www.retiredamericans.org; 800-333-7212), American Seniors Association (www.americanseniors.org; 800-951-0017), Christian Seniors Association (www.christiansenior.org; 202-547-4400) and the National Association of Active and Retired Federal Employees (www.narfe.org; 800-627-3394). Also consider AAA (www.aaa.com). While you don’t have to be a senior to join, AAA provides a variety of travel and shopping discounts to go along with their emergency roadside services. 

Travel Discounts

If you’re interested in discounted travel there are loads of options, most of which can be found at Seniordiscounts.com, or if you join an organization, through their Web sites and membership materials. In the meantime here are some of the best deals you should know about. 

· Hotels: While most hotels offer minimal senior discounts, the Hyatt (www.hyatt.com; 888-591-1234) offers the biggest – up to 50 percent off to seniors, age 62 and older.

· Transportation: The domestic airline that offers the best senior fares to passengers 65 plus is Southwest (www.southwest.com; 800-435-9792). For train travel Amtrak offers a 15 percent discount to coach travelers age 62 and older (www.amtrak.com; 800-872-7245). And if you’re going by bus, Greyhound (www.greyhound.com; 800-231-2222) offers a 5 percent discount on unrestricted fares to seniors over 62. Also, most local bus lines offer discounted senior passes.

· Car rentals: Most car rental companies offer discounts to seniors, especially to club members like AARP. 

· National parks: One of the best travel deals available is the “America The Beautiful – Senior Pass” (www.nps.gov/fees_passes.htm). This is a lifetime pass that will let you and anyone in your car into national parks, forest, recreation areas and monument grounds. Available to those 62 or older, you can get it at one of the federal recreation sites for a one-time fee of $10, and it never expires. 

Savvy Tip: Another great resource is “Unbelievably Good Deals and Great Adventures That You Absolutely Can’t Get Unless You’re Over 50,” (McGraw-Hill; $16.95). In its 18th edition, the 2009-2010 version lists hundreds of discounts, perks and privileges on just about everything. You can find this book online and in bookstores nationwide.

Savvy Senior®
Living Wills: Planning for the inevitable
Dear Savvy Senior,

Can you recommend some good resources to help my wife and me create our living wills? We want to avoid any artificial life-support at the end of our lives, but would also like to avoid a high-priced attorney to get them. What can you tell me?

Procrastinating Paul

Dear Paul,

Creating a living will is one of those things most people want and plan to do, but rarely get around to actually doing. Less than 30 percent of Americans currently have one. But preparing one now gives you a say in how you want to be treated at the end of your life, not to mention it can spare your loved ones some very stressful decisions at an emotional time. Here’s what you should know. 

Advance Directives

To adequately spell out your wishes regarding your end-of-life medical treatment you need two legal documents: A “living will” which tells your doctor what kind of care you want to receive if you become incapacitated. And a “medical power of attorney” (or health care proxy) which names a person you authorize to make medical decisions on your behalf if you become unable to do so. These two documents are known as advance directives. 

Do-It-Yourself
Today, there are several free or low-cost resources to help you write your advance directive, and it takes only a few minutes from start to finish. Here are some good places to find help:

· Caring Connections: A resource created by the National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization that provides free information and state-specific advance directive forms with instructions on their Web site (www.caringinfo.org) that you can download and print. Or, you can call 800-658-8898 and they will mail them to you and answer any questions you may have. 

· Aging with Dignity: An advocacy organization that offers an easy-to-use legal document called “Five Wishes” that covers all facets of an advance directive. Five Wishes is legally valid in 40 states and costs $5. To get a copy, visit www.agingwithdignity.org or call 888-594-7437.

· Online resources: For under $15 Web sites like www.legacywriter.com and www.uslegalwills.com can create a living will and medical power of attorney for you by asking you questions and inserting your answers. Once you’re finished, you simply print it out (or they can mail it to you) and sign it with two witnesses present to make it legal. You may also need to get it notarized depending on the state you live in. Or, if you’re looking for a little extra help, try www.legalzoom.com. This site works like the others but will then have a specialist review your answers for completeness. The cost for this service starts at $39. 
· U.S. Living Will Registry: This is a nifty service that electronically stores your advance directive and organ donor information and makes these documents available to your family or health care provider 24-hours-a-day via the Internet or telephone. The cost to register is $125. See Uslivingwillregistry.com for more information.

Multipurpose Planning

If you looking for a comprehensive estate planning tool “Quicken WillMaker Plus 2010” (www.nolo.com; 800-728-3555) is a top resource that uses computer software to create state-specific living wills, as well as property wills, trusts and many other documents. You can purchase it as a downloadable software program for $44, or you can get it on a CD for $50. 
Savvy Tips: To insure your final wishes are followed, be very thorough when you create your living will and medical power of attorney documents and give copies to your family and doctor. It’s also important to have a direct, candid conversation with your health care proxy and doctor so they know exactly what you want. And don’t forget to review your advance directive every few years and update it when necessary.

If you would rather use a lawyer to draft your advance directive, look for one who specializes in estate planning and health care related matters. The National Academy of Elder Law Attorneys (www.naela.org), and the National Association of Estate Planners and Councils (www.naepc.org) are good resources to start with. 

