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Life is a sea of vibrant color. Jump in. 

— A.D. Posey
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by Carol Giuliani, Senior Travel Companion 
Services, LLC, and Jan Dougherty, president of 
TravALZ, LLC. 

Life without travel is pretty grey to me, and a lot of 
seniors would agree. Seeing the ocean, a new grand-
child, an ancient castle – travel adds a rainbow of  
color to life! It gives us something to look forward 
to and to talk about later. Travel promotes better 
sleeping (especially on nice hotel beds), reduces 
stress and provides an opportunity for more and 
different activity. The AArP notes that older adults 
spend more money on travel than any other age 
group. Prior to COVID, many were taking up to 
five trips per year. Health and mobility issues are 
what sidetrack most older adults from reaching 
their travel goals. 

But growing older doesn’t mean travel needs to end. 
People living with dementia, vision loss, Parkinson’s 
and other mental and physical disabilities desire 
to stay connected to family and friends and still 
explore new places. for many, chronic health condi-
tions, added frailty or lack of family and friends to 
join in will limit travel. Other seniors may give in to 
their fears or the fears of others. I’ve heard a family 
member say, “Grandma can’t attend that wedding! 
She’s 80!” as if travel has a strict age limit. A housing 
director once said, “The only way anyone is leaving 
this nursing home is feet first.” yikes! Alternatively,  
I subscribe to robert Peake’s statement, “To deny 
the right to make choices in an effort protect the 
person with disabilities from risk is to diminish  
their human dignity.” Travel can include risks for 
seniors and the disabled, but so can it include 
rewards. face it, you can break a hip anywhere, but 
snorkeling with the manatees is available only in 
florida (that I know of).

How, then, do we support a senior’s need or desire 
to travel considering the inherent unpredictabil-
ity of it, and the complicating matters of health 
concerns due to age and/or disability? Some folks 
like to join tours such as those offered by elder-
hostel, AAA or Overseas Adventure Tours. Those 
are great options for those with mobile bodies and 
brains. Another option is having a competent and 
knowledgeable travel companion who can plan and 
carry out travel which allows older adults and the 
disabled to relax and enjoy the experience.

Travel companions provide one-on-one attention to the traveler.  
The client pays their expenses and they (usually) charge a fee for 
their service. Some local home health care and other agencies 
may take folks on day trips or local overnights. There are also 
businesses, such a flying Angels in Pennsylvania, that assign 
medical professionals to accompany clients on longer flights 
to provide comprehensive medical care (such as medications, 
sedation, IVs). Other businesses offer long distance stretcher 
transport for those unable to fly. 

Alternatively, there are many senior and disabled clients who 
just need a travel escort to be with them on a trip. They include 
the widow from Arizona who is becoming confused and 
housebound and her children want her moved to be near them 
in Wisconsin, the veteran who had a stroke but still wants to 
attend his class reunion in rhode Island, and the couple who 
wants to visit friends in england. Their budgets may vary. 
Maybe they do not have family, or the family can’t or won’t go 
with them. Sometimes there is short notice. Whatever the situa-
tion, they need or want to get somewhere and a travel compan-
ion can make that happen.

I know something about that. After training with the VOA in 
1993 and working part-time independently as a professional 
guardian and conservator for over 25 years, I decided to slide 
out of that business and launch a travel companion service. 
Over the past six or so years I have provided customized trip 
planning and travel escort for individual seniors or couples 
and have completed over one hundred trips. Several MAGiC 
members and other guardians, conservators and fiduciaries have 
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Never forget for even a single instant how many 
happy colors your life is forever adding to the lives of 
those you love. remember, together we can all bright-
en the whole world!

—Chris Rodell, use All the Crayons!: 
The Colorful Guide to Simple Human Happiness

https://www.seniortravelcompanionservices.com/
https://www.seniortravelcompanionservices.com/
www.certifiedseniortravalzcompanions.com
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Planning the trip/timing:
•  Book a direct flight, if possible. If not, leave plenty of time 

between connections (at least 1½ hours for domestic, 2½ 
for international when you will be going through customs 
on the return). Avoid excessive connections, traveling can 
be exhausting.

•  use smaller airports. It’s easier to get around, find your 
way, and access wheelchairs (especially since short staffing 
of chair pushers can leave some stranded).

•  Get seats near the front of the plane. If you are buying 
economy, you can call the airline (ASAP) and let them 
know you are traveling with a PWD. In compliance with 
the Air Carrier Access Act, the airlines have systems to 
accommodate a PWDs with a specific seat, even if they say 
you can’t book it in advance. The PWD may want an aisle 
seat for easy access to the bathroom, or the window where 
it’s quieter.

•  Secure morning flights. PWDs are often more rested and 
chances are better that the flights won’t be delayed. you 
may be able to avoid sundowning on board.

•  Plan to take your time. A calm, well-paced (slow) depar-
ture will best suit you. There should be no reason to rush. 

•  Make sure your ground transportation to the departing 
airport is set so that you arrive 1 – 2 hours before the flight 
under normal circumstances. uber or Lyft can be pre-
booked.

•  Pre-arrange wheelchair assistance, including an aisle chair if 
the PWD can’t walk from the jetway to the seat. That can 
be done online with the airline or by phone.

Preparing:
•  find out if your PWD has identification. Seniors with 

dementia often have lost their IDs, or they are expired, but 
that shouldn’t stop you from making a necessary trip. If the 
government-issued ID is missing, have on alternative ID 
on hand with a photo if possible. A SS or Medicare card, 
face sheet from the facility with a photo and/or a bottle of 
pills generally works. Just be polite to the TSA agents and 
explain the situation. A supervisor my step in and extra 
security screening required.

•  Pack responsibly. use only a carry-on if possible. Have 
medications in carry-on plus an extra days’ worth in case of 
delays. Liquids over 3.4 ounces are okay if they are medi-
cally required. Let the screening agent know. The same 
goes with bags of powdered meds. Bring chux or a seat 
protector if incontinence is a concern.

hired me to get their clients safely and comfortably 
to weddings, vacation destinations and to relocate 
seniors to new states and countries. I know what is 
expected in terms of care and accountability. Thanks 
to Google, I can’t keep up with demand, so I have 
worked with a dementia specialist from Arizona 
to create a program to teach and certify others to 
become professional travel companions. Our goal is 
to set industry standards to ensure that those getting 
into this business get it right. Those that attended 
our first workshop included rNs, CNAs, compas-
sionate caregivers and savvy travelers. Once profes-
sional travel companions are available throughout 
the uS and beyond, more seniors and the disabled 
will be able to conveniently and economically get to 
their desired destinations and live a more rewarding 
life. 

In the meantime, my partner, Jan Dougherty, and 
the folks who volunteer with me at the Dementia-
friendly Airports Working Group (DfAWG), have 
written extensively about how to make travel safe 
and comfortable for the elderly and people with 
mental or physical disabilities (collectively, PWDs). 
What follows are some of our tips and tricks for 
travel that we teach our trainees, many of which are 
useful to all of us who have to get somewhere by air. 
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•  Dress comfortably. Have a jacket or sweater, 
but do not overdress. A microfiber towel works 
great as a small blanket, bib, or seat protector 
in a pinch. Bringing headphones with favorite 
music, a favorite pillow, or other special items 
can be comforting.

•  Attach luggage tags to carry-ons, purses, back-
packs or any bag going through the scanner. 
Make sure they are legible, and have current 
identification including cell phone and email.

Arriving at the airport/going through 
security/boarding:

•  use the services offered, such as curbside check 
in, customer service desks, airport volunteers, 
wheelchair assistants so you can expedite the 
process and focus on your flight and/or the 
PWD all the way. Call TSA Cares at (855)787-
2227 in advance to get a Passenger Support 
Specialist (or ask for a supervisor) to assist you 
through security, especially at big airports. If 
your PWD is good to fly alone, a caregiver/
family member may get a gate pass from the 
airline desk and accompany the PWD through 
security to the boarding gate. Many airports 
in the uS and internationally offer Sunflower 
Lanyards to PWDs (including kids with au-
tism) under a program to help airport person-
nel discreetly recognize and accommodate 
them. See the DfAWG website.

•  Get a wheelchair (or bring your own) and take 
it all the way through to the gate. you can use 
the special assistance line, if available.

•  Have the PWD go through TSA screening 
while sitting in the wheelchair when possible. 
The PWD does not need to walk through the 
scanner, even if physically able, as those instruc-
tions may cause more confusion. Stay near the 
PWD through to the pat down.

•  use the bathroom before boarding. Compan-
ion Care facilities may be available. MSP is 
working on getting adult changing tables.

•  If the PWD needs a quiet place, ask airport 
volunteers or guest services if there is a lounge, 
designated quiet room or somewhere peaceful 
to go. Big airports have chapels.

•  When at the gate, if you have your own wheelchair, get a 
gate check tag from the desk agent. use the pre-boarding 
option.

On the plane:
•  Have some way to keep the PWD occupied, such as music, 

photos, or set up a movie. Movies may have subtitles and 
foreign language options.

•  If possible, let the flight attendant know that your com-
panion is a PWD. Airlines such as Jet Blue are training 
their people to understand the Sunflower Lanyard program.

•  If using a wheelchair, wait to deplane until you know the 
chair is on the jetway. Wait until all the other passengers 
are off first if the PWD is immobile and/or not anxious.

Traveling these days can be challenging with high fares and  
staff shortages. There are circumstances, however, that require 
it, and many people just do not want to put it off any longer. 
So let’s say yeS to travel and make it happen comfortably and 
safely for those seniors and PWDs we care for, and put some 
color back into their lives! 

Carol Giuliani is a MAGiC member and the owner and founder 
of Senior Travel Companion Services, LLC. Jan Dougherty is the 
president of TravALZ, LLC. You can find more information and 
travel tips at www.SeniorTravelCompanionServices.com; and 
www.CertifiedSeniorTravALZCompanions.com. 
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MAGiC BREAKFASTS
Join your conservator/guardian,  
social worker and attorney  
colleagues for listening ears, 
friendly support, and brain- 
storming to solve your unique 
conservatorship/guardianship 
problems, all while enjoying the 
most important meal of the day! 

Guardians/Conservators, Social Service Professionals, 
and Attorneys are welcome to join the breakfast meeting 
every fourth Wednesday of the month starting at 8 a.m. 
Contact Megan Kelly at megank@northwoodslawgroup.com  
for details. 

Mark your calendar!!! upcoming dates are: July 27,  
August 24, September 28, October 26 and November 23. 
ffI call (952) 548-7207. 

http://www.SeniorTravelCompanionServices.com
www.certifiedseniortravalzcompanions.com



