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The Elder Support Network is a continental delivery system that links isolated, frail 
elderly who live far from family and friends with an alternative support system provided 
by a Jewish family service agency in their community. Its success illustrates that the Jetv­
ish community will make use of programs of a continental nature and that it is possible 
to fund a continental program. 

T he Elder Support Network (ESN) is a 
North American servfice delivery sys­

tem that provides help to frail, isolated, 
and physically or emotionally impaired 
elderly people and their famihes and friends 
who live far away from them. Since it went 
on-hne in June 1987 , over 1,800 clients 
have been served by ESN. 

Older persons who have no social sup­
ports are often at some risk because of the 
unavailability of the kinds of support and 
resources that close family members and/or 
friends living in the same geographic areas 
can provide. What stands between them 
and custodial care is often their own ability 
to pull together the resources to allow them 
to live independently. More often than 
not, as age increases, they are less able to 
accomplish this task and must make the 
physical and emodonal move toward greater 
dependence and a more limited lifestyle. 
That begins a destructive process. As one's 
independence is reduced, the stress result­
ing from prematurely limited functioning 
decreases one's physical and emotional 
well-being. The intent of the Elder Sup-

Earlier versions of this article wete presented sepa­
rately to the CJF Long-Rangc Planning Committee, 
the second Symposium on Aging in the Jewish Wotld, 
and the biennial meeting of Family Service America. 

port Network is to mobilize alternative 
support for the elderly who are isolated 
from this natural nurturing system of fam­
ily and friends. 

RECENT DEMOGRAPfflC CHANGES 

There have been major changes in the 
demographics of the Jewish population of 
North America since i960. One of the 
most evident is where Jewish people live. 
Location as it is related to age has had an 
even greater impact on patterns of Jewish 
communal living. 

Jews have moved in great numbers from 
the population bases established during 
the first half of this century. Significant 
movement has occurred from the North­
eastern corridor, parricularly New York, 
Newjersey, and Pennsylvania, as well as 
some of the major Midwestern cities. The 
direcrion of this move has been consistently 
to the South and Southwest, the "Sun­
belt." Since i960, the Jewish population 
of California has increased by 7 5 % , of 
Arizona by 6 0 % , and of Horida by 2 .50%. 

Further, the data indicate that the most 
mobile segment of that population has 
been those over the age of 60. These have 
not been family moves; rather, they have 
been the relocation of older persons who 
have the resources required to change their 
location and to seek a more comfortable 
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lifestyle fot their later years. At fitst, this 
mobile segment tended to be oidet people 
with very modest incomes moving to such 
ateas as Miami Beach, Florida. More re­
cently, older adults with more significant 
means have moved to very comfortable 
residential areas on the east and west coasts 
of Flofida, to Aiizona, and to Southetn 
Califotnia. 

Young Jewish families are moving as 
well and represent a substantial pottion of 
those leaving the Northeastern corridor of 
the United States. These younger Jewish 
people often leave behind oidet lelatives 
who could not or did not want to relocate. 
In both cases, one of the most significant 
results of the demogtaphic shift of Jewish 
population in the United States has been 
a large population of older adults who ate 
dispersed and isolated from their natuial 
network of support and no longet have 
available to them the assistance that an 
extended family can provide. 

N E E D S O F OLDER PEOPLE 

The movement of significant numbers of 
Jews is not a new phenomenon. Indeed, 
the lesourceftilness of Jewish communities 
in the development of refugee resettlement 
services is unique. Today, the ability of 
the Jewish community to suppott, cate 
for, and integrate large numbers of people 
is again being tested, particulaily in Israel 
and the United States, as increasing num­
bers are permitted to leave the Soviet 
Union. 

Howevei, the fact that the population 
movement in the United States has affected 
so many oldei adults makes the problem 
unique and lequiies a diffeient apptoach 
to problem solving. Sttess leseaicb indi­
cates cleaily that lelocation has stiong con­
sequences fot the welfaie of human beings. 
All change involves loss, and loss can be 
extiemely stiessful. Fot oldei people, that 
stiess can become lapidly debilitating, 
particularly since what is lost —the involve­
ment in and support from families—is 

consideied ciitical to the ability of older 
adults to maintain an independent life­
style. Inteiestingly, a conuadiction has 
occulted fof the thousands of older people 
seeking a more comfortable life. As they 
moved to the lifestyle of their dreams, 
they reduced their ability to meet their 
increasing need for outside support and 
assistance. 

Given the high incidence of stiess related 
to geogiaphical moves and the particular 
complications faced by elderly persons 
making those moves, a number of critical 
needs have become evident: 

• Maintenance of adequate housing 
• Appropriate and adequate medical care, 

including the ability to negotiate for in­
creasingly complex medical services and 
finding the financial resources for pay­
ment foi setvices 

• Information and advocacy regarding 
stabilized financial resources 

• Logistical services to compensate foi re­
duced physical capabilities 

• Case management by a local support 
system 

• Counseling regarding personal needs 
• Mediation and counseling focused upon 

the interaction or lack theieof of oldei 
peisons and their distant families 

In sorting through these needs and the 
lack of lesouices, two piimaty concerns 
become evident. The first is the need foi a 
system that would facilitate communicadon 
between eldeily peisons and their distant 
family. Of equal impoftance is the avail­
ability of a substitute local suppott system, 
capable of providing the support that in 
earlier times might have been available 
from local felatives. Netwoiks are intiicate 
entities. The type and quality of setvices 
piovided by family networks are complex, 
and theif leplication requires mote than a 
simple seivice deliveiy system. The effort 
to develop a system of support similar to 
that typically provided by the family of an 
eldeily peison is a foimidable undertaking. 
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CREATION OF THE NETWORK 

In 1985 , at the Annual Conference of the 
Association of Jewish Family and Childfen's 
Agencies (AJFCA), a gfoup of executives 
of membef agencies met to discuss the 
difficulties they were having in ensuring 
the delivery of quality services to membeis 
of their communities who had moved to 
distant paits of North America 01 had 
relatives in othei parts of the continent. 
Many of these agencies had already cieated 
local seivice delivery mechanisms that of­
fered a package of services to elderly com­
munity membeis. Meeting together, it 
became cleat that it was possible to meld 
the local services with new telephone tech­
nology and theieby cieate a continental 
linkage. 

The challenge was to develop a system 
fot disseminating infoimation about the 
availability of services in dozens of commu­
nities so that any family in North America 
having concerns about elderly relatives 
could find and use those services. With 
that as an objective, initial steps in the 
development of ESN weie taken as a num­
ber of major issues were confronted. The 
problem had to be defined in such a way 
that Jewish communities actoss the conti­
nent, those heavily affected, as well as 
those only mildly affected, could agfee 
that all shated in the lesponsibility foi 
these eldeily persons and their families, 
no mattei what theii location. This concept 
of continental lesponsibility fot cieating a 
system providing the highest level of ac­
cessibility was not easy to sell. A numbei 
of difficult questions wete laised: 

• Why should an agency in a community 
that has few Jewish eldeily commit le­
souices to a system that will setve few, 
if any, of its constituents? 

• Why should a community that is pii­
maiily populated by youngei peisons, 
who would be paying a fee fot setvices 
in anothei location, invest any of its 
tesouices in such a system? 

• Why should a community that has lim­
ited lesouices fof setvices to the eldeily 
invest in a system that will only increase 
the demand for those limited services? 

• Why should a community that, fot many 
leasons is offeiing setvices with maiginsd 
professional involvement, subject itself 
to a standard-setting process that will 
force it to spend more of its limited re­
sources on higher quality care and a 
broader range of service capabiliries? 

• Why should agencies in the North take 
lesponsibility for resource problems of 
agencies in the Sunbelt? 

These were questions that had to be 
resolved, at least to some extent, before 
the consensus critical to the opeiation of a 
paitneiship netwotk could be reached. 
Essentially, eveiyone had to agiee that the 
problems faced by dispeised eldeily and 
theii families wete of a continental scope 
and had to be approached from that point 
of view. It took moie than a yeat to come 
close to that consensus, and, despite i 
yeais of netwotk opeiation, consideiable 
disagreement on these issues still exists. 

Beginning in 1985, a committee of agency 
executives committed to the concept and 
lepiesenting all areas of the United States 
stiuggled with issues of ptinciple and proc­
ess fot almost T- yeais. They wete joined 
by a committee of lay leadeis of Jewish 
family agencies who were board members 
of the AJFCA. Jointly they designed the 
Eldei Suppott Netwotk, which would be 
composed of paitnei agencies voluntaiily 
agieeing to parricipate in a service deliver)' 
system. 

It was decided that a national netwoik 
associated with a national organization 
should cany some responsibility fot the 
quality of the setvices piovided by each of 
the partnets. Therefore, standaids fot qual­
ity of cate had to be included in the stiuc­
tuie of the netwotk. The result was a 
manual, which spelled out the philosophy 
of the seivice and lefeiial piocess, detailed 
the obligations of each paitnei and the 
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national information and referral service, 
and outlined provisions related to quality 
of care. Time limits for agency response 
were set, and credentials for staff and su­
pervisors were detailed. The manual also 
spelled out the minimimi range of service 
to be made available and to be required 
for partnership and the process by which 
referrals were to be made. 

The key component of the Network is 
the information and referral center, which 
is operated by AJFCA. The entire project 
is coordinated by a project manager em­
ployed and supervised by AJFCA, who 
handles the bulk of direct service responsi­
bility. A national toll-free number has 
been established that routes the caller to 
this central resource. The role of this cen­
tral resource is to gather information about 
the concern of the caller, and share with 
him or her the resources that are available 
in the geographic area of the elderly per­
sons concerned, specifying that the primary 
service provider is the ESN partner in that 
area. The staff person offers to "call ahead" 
to alert the partner agency of the need for 
service. In addition, it is recommended to 
callers that they contact their own Jewish 
Family Service for the ongoing support 
that is often necessary when dealing with 
problems of distant elderly relatives. A 
record-keeping system was developed that 
would provide information not only about 
the activities of the information and refer­
ral service but also about the ultimate out­
come of the referrals made. 

Recognizing the importance of the in­
volvement and approval of the Council of 
Jewish Federations (CJF), the CJF Com­
mittee on Services to Older Adults was 
approached. That committee carefiiUy 
reviewed ESN and offered some suggestions 
and modifications. Ultimately, it endorsed 
the program and recommended that the 
Large City Budgeting Conference (LCBC) 
of CJF be asked to validate the program 
for the funding needed to make it success-
fiil. The LCBC, after offering some sug­
gestions and modifications, approved the 

Elder Support Network and validated an 
approach to Jewish federation endowment 
fiinds and foundations for seed money to 
establish the project. Unfortunately, LCBC 
validation does not guarantee funding. 
Their permission only authorized ESN to 
approach endowment funds and begin to 
request the money needed. 

It became quickly apparent that the 
biggest difficuky in approaching federa­
tions for funds is that few communities 
wanted to be the first to commit funds for 
such an innovative project. Fortunately,-
the Cleveland and Detroit federations 
quickly provided the initial funding to 
begin ESN. Over the 2. years of this pilot 
phase of the project, the ESN has received 
$ 1 1 7 , 7 5 0 in foundation funding. 

As a source of addidonal funding, AJFCA 
member agencies were offered the oppor­
tunity to become "Partners" in the Net­
work. All members were asked for seed 
money of varying amounts. Large agencies 
were asked for $ 7 5 0 per year for i years; 
intermediate ones for $500 ; and small 
agencies for $ 1 5 0 . This money would be 
used to hire the project manager and to 
get ESN on-hne. Because of the inclusive 
nature of AJFCA, it was recognized that not 
all of its members would choose to or would 
be appropriate candidates for "parmership." 

The very process necessary to the creation 
of a stable, ongoing service also contributed 
to negative reactions to the Network. More 
than 100 agencies were idendfied as poten-
dal partners in the Network. In order to 
facilitate that involvement, the two com­
mittees previously mentioned—one made 
up of agency professionals, primarily exec­
utive directors, and the other composed of 
lay persons, primarily presidents or past 
presidents of local agency boards—assumed 
responsibihty for development and imple­
mentation of the Network. In addition, 
the opinions of possible partners were 
sought at several major steps along the 
developmental way. Agreement, even con­
sensus, was sometimes difiicult to reach. 

Despite some major differences in posi-
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tion on the Network, support was substan­
tial. Seventy-seven agencies initially signed 
on as Partners, not only agreeing to meet 
minimum standards in the delivery of 
service but also making a financial com­
mitment to support the Network. 

M A R K E T I N G T H E N E T W O R K 

To create awareness of ESN, a national 
marketing program was implemented. It 
was directed at as broad an audience as 
possible within the North American Jewish 
community, with the goal of reaching 
those who are not familiar with Jewish 
Family Service agencies and the types of 
care and services the agencies offered. 
Because funds were limited, the program 
focused on advertising in the print media 
and on the production of posters and bro­
chures. The services of professional graphic 
artists, models, and copywriters were used 
in the design and production of all mar­
keting materials. At the same time lawyers 
arranged to have the name, abbreviation, 
and logo legally trademarked. 

Advertisements were placed in Jewish 
magazines and in the house organs of the 
major American Jewish organizations. 
Rapidly, it was discovered that the most 
successful advertisements were those placed 
in the magazines of women's organizations 
since it is the woman who is most often 
responsible for arranging for the delivery 
of service to the elderly, even for her hus­
band's relatives. In addition, posters were 
sent to every Jewish Family Service, Jewish 
federation, Jewish Community Center, 
and synagogue in North America, and let­
ters were sent to major American Jewish 
organizations explaining ESN and request­
ing coverage in their newsletters. Press 
releases and public service announcements 
were sent to Jewish newspapers, radio, and 
television programs. The JTA, the national 
Jewish news agency, published a very com­
plimentary article, as did a number of 
Jewish community newspapers. 

CASE EXAMPLES 

These case examples of the kinds of services 
that ESN has been called upon to provide 
illustrate how it works to develop support 
systems for the isolated elderly. 

After seeing an advertisement in Hadassah 
Magazine, a woman from Bloomington, 
Indiana, called ESN about her parents who 
live in Lauderdale Lakes, Florida. Her mother 
is 70 years old, and her father is 75 years 
old. The caller's mother was diagnosed as 
having Alzheimer's disease. The daughter 
called because she felt her father, the only 
caretaker for his wife, was becoming very 
resentfiil of his wife's illness and was refusing 
to help out in the house with cleaning and 
cooking. She felt that he needed a support: 
group to help him deal with his feelings. 
The family was referred to the Jewish Family 
Service in Broward County, Florida. 

In the second case, a woman called frorei 
Kansas City, Missouri, upon referral from 
her local Jewish Family Service. Her call w:is 
in regard to her 9 3-year-old mother who was 
living in Brooklyn, New York. The caller 
was concerned because her mother was caring 
for a 60-year-old daughter who was emo­
tionally disturbed. She called ESN after her 
mother told her that she was being physically 
abused by this daughter who was striking 
her with a cane. That call was referred to 
JASA, the Jewish Association for Services to 
the Aged, the partner agency in New York 
City. 

After being referred by her synagogue a 
woman called from Stockton, Massachusetts 
in regard to her stepbrother's mother, a 
78-year-old deaf woman who was living in 
Brooklyn, New York. The eldedy woman's 
son, who was her primary caretaker, had 
recently passed away. The caller learned 
that the elderly person had not contacted 
anyone after her son had died and that he 
had laid dead in her home for 3 days. After 
the death was discovered the elderly woman 
was taken to the hospital for observauon 
and was, unfortunately, released without 
the family members being notified. The 
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family tried to contact her, but since she is 
deaf, they were unable to reach her by tele­
phone. The referral was made to J AS A, 
which went into the home and was able to 
improve the situation. 

In another case, a woman called from 
Philadelphia about het 90-year-old uncle 
and her 87-year-old aunt. Her uncle was 
diagnosed as having AIDS, which he con­
tracted from a blood transfusion received 5 
years previously. He was in a hospital await­
ing placement in a hospice. The caller's con­
cerns were for her dying uncle, as well as for 
her aged aunt, who was becoming emotion­
ally unable to handle the situation. The 
caller wanted to find every possible means 
of placing her uncle in an adequate facility 
and was not satisfied with the answers she 
was receiving from the hospital. Once again, 
J AS A was the agency utilized. Unfortunately, 
the elderly uncle passed away before a plan 
could be implemented. However, the agency 
was able to assist the caller's aunt. 

Finally, ESN received a call from a woman 
in New York City who was referred by a 
friend who had seen the ESN poster in her 
synagogue. She called in regard to her 70-
year-old aunt livmg in Canoga Park, California. 
Her aunt is quite ill physically, but is the 
sole catetakei of her adult tetarded childfen. 
She has two sons, one of whom is 50 years 
old, severely retaided, and blind, and a 47-
year-old daughter, who is retarded as well. 
The caller was most concerned about the 
family's well-being and financial situation 
and worries about what will happen when 
the aunt dies. This call was referred to the 
Jewish Family Service of Los Angeles for 
assessment. 

RESULTS 

Since the advent of the advertising cam­
paign, an average of over 100 calls per 
month have come into ESN. What the 
results would be with a prominent radio 
and television campaign can only be imag­
ined. In 1988, ESN won the Volunteerism 
in Action foi the Aging Award of the Na­
tional CouncU on Aging, and in 1989 the 
pfogram was awarded the William J. Shiodet 

Awaid of CJF foi innovative programming 
by a national agency. 

Aftei its successful i-year pilot phase, 
ESN was incorporated, with modifications, 
into AJFCA's regular program and budget, 
effective January i, 1990. 

The modifications are several-fold. First, 
all agencies that provide the Basic Package 
of Services as specified by AJFCA are auto­
matically included in ESN and have been 
assessed a small AJFCA membership dues 
increase to cover the additional costs that 
ESN will add to AJFCA's regular budget. 
Second, lathei than the ESN project man­
ager taking down the information from 
the caller and then calling the agency to 
make the lefeiial, the callei is now given 
the name of the agency, the name of the 
contact peison, and the telephone numbei 
and instmcted to call on his or hei own. 
Of course, ESN will make the call for those 
unable to do so. Each callei then receives 
a follow-up lettei uiging him 01 hei to 
call and asking foi a donation to help keep 
ESN in operation. Also, if permission is 
granted, the agency to which the caller 
was referred receives information on the 
callei and, it is hoped, will follow up if 
contact is not made in a reasonable period 
of time, although this is at the agency's 
discietion. This change in ESN procedure 
was made because it was found that most 
callers preferred to talk directly with the 
agency without an inteimediaiy. 

In addition, the advertising budget, 
which was alieady small, has been even 
mote diastically curtailed. Agencies are 
now given professionally piepaied market­
ing kits and aie asked to handle insertions 
in theii local media. Lf money is available, 
the national advertising will continue, 
although at piesent this is highly doubtfiil. 

As successful as the program is, theie 
have been a number of failings. First has 
been AJFCA's failure to pioperly educate 
its constituency so they would undeistand 
the importance of the continental piogiam 
to the Jewish community and the benefits 
of a continental piogiam that will piomote 
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Jewish family service in general even if it 
does not promote a specific Jewish family 
service agency. In addition, many founda­
tions were uncomfortable with the idea of 
a continental program. They wanted some­
thing tangible that directly benefited their 
home town, preferably in very concrete 
ways. Helping former residents who had 
moved elsewhere was a difficult concept to 
sell. 

The federated communities have failed 
in their ability to communicate the need 
for continental programs as well. Commu­
nities were not sufficiently appraised of 
CJF's support of this program and therefore 
did not make their own fiands available. 
Finally, many communities responded as 
our agencies did. They looked at the pro­
gram and said, "What's in it for me?" 

Other national groups, mainly women's 
organizations, were helpful in the initial 
marketing effort although one major con­
gregational group refiised to inform their 
rabbis about the program because it was 
not solely designed for their membership. 

LESSONS T O BE LEARNED 

The success of ESN demonstrates that the 
Jewish community will make use of pro­
grams of a continental nature. The calls 
received demonstrate that people want the 
Jewish community to help and are pre­
pared to call for help. Other calls on the 
ESN "800" number have requested other 
communal services beyond that which are 
advertised. 

ESN's experience also indicates that it is 
possible to fund a continental program. 
Some foundations are prepared to be for­
ward-looking and innovative in providing 
monies for the provision of services on a 
continental basis, and some agencies are 
willing to provide the necessary services. 
That is very exciting, but again, the base 
must be broadened. 

Print media are a reasonable place to 
advertise Jewish community services. The 
approach can be broadened by including 
television and radio as well, but at least a;; 
a beginning, print media can be used 
effectively. 

The Elder Support Network and its con­
cept could be broadened significantly given 
a large enough marketing budget. Clearly, 
there is a place for a continental Jewish in­
formation and referral service that would 
inform callers not only about services to 
the elderly but also about services related 
to adoption, relocation, and a myriad of 
other communal programs as well. 
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