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Service specializes in relocating seniors to assisted living  
Oct. 13--Peg Guild says it was one of the most daunting tasks of her adult life: moving her in-
laws from their four-bedroom house in Durham to an apartment in a Raleigh retirement 
community.  

"It was more than things; it was moving two lifetimes, and that required decision after decision," 
said Guild, a former commercial banker and city planner. "I thought, `There's got to be so many 
older people out there who have no one available to help them through this.' "  

With that in mind, Guild and her business partner, Corny Motsinger, last year launched Assisted 
Moving, a Raleigh company that specializes in helping seniors through the sometimes-painful 
process of downsizing their lives and belongings into retirement communities, assisted-living 
facilities and small apartments.  

Similar senior movers are cropping up across the country, and the market is expected to grow 
rapidly as the front edge of the baby boomer generation approaches retirement age.  

North Carolina offers an especially lucrative niche for entrepreneurs such as Guild, enticed by 
unmet demand, low startup costs and potentially fat profit margins. The state's population of 
people of retirement age is growing faster than all but three other states. In particular, the 
Triangle's mild weather, university atmosphere and extensive health-care network have long 
attracted wealthy seniors.  

"This is also a place where many adult children living in the area are so busy with their own lives 
that they can't take a month off to move their parents," said Karen White, president of The Right 
Move, a Sarasota, Fla.-based company that is expanding locally. White, who moved to Orange 
County from Florida six weeks ago, is bringing The Right Move to the Triangle.  

White said she is encouraged by the region's infrastructure, including continuing-care retirement 
communities, independent living centers, nursing homes and other retirement living options.  

For a few thousand dollars, The Right Move will handle every aspect of the move, "including the 
stress," White said.  

That includes taking inventory of possessions, selling furniture, listening to old stories, donating 
items, packing, subcontracting haulers and setting up the new apartment. White hangs pictures, 
restacks bookshelves and sets up televisions and stereo equipment.  
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"My clients don't have to worry about a thing, because everything is taken care of," said White, 
who said she grosses about $60,000 annually. She said her prices range, according to the size 
of the job and the services provided, between $1,500 and $8,000.  

The senior moving industry is growing rapidly because of increased demand for hassle-free 
moves and the relative ease of getting started, said Margit Novack, president of the National 
Association of Senior Move Managers, a trade group.  

"I get about 20 inquiries a month from people who have heard of this concept and are 
fascinated about getting in," she said.  

Unlike traditional haulers, which own and operate trucks and equipment, senior movers tend to 
contract that work out and spend more time with clients.  

"It's got to be a very high-margin business because they don't have insurance payments, trucks, 
payrolls and workers' comp costs that make what we do costly," said Danny Wilson, owner of 
Raleigh-based Movin' on Movers, a traditional hauling company.  

"Down the road, it might be something we're interested in expanding into, because this is a big 
retirement area," Wilson said.  

If more traditional haulers do decide to compete in the senior service niche, small players such 
as Assisted Moving could get muscled out of the picture.  

But for now, Assisted Moving is profitable, Guild said, and the heavy lifting they do is mainly in 
the realm of feelings.  

"It's an emotionally hard move because many of the things you may have to give up are 
symbols of how you lived. Letting go of your big casserole dishes also means you're probably 
not going to host large family dinners anymore," Guild said. "We try to help them with the 
physical aspect of moving as well as that emotional transition."  

Rebecca Smith, president of Health Affairs Round Table, a Wake County trade group for senior-
focused businesses, said she thinks demand for peace of mind among the elderly and their 
families will continue to drive growth in senior moving.  

"One of the biggest obstacles older people face is having to get rid of 40 or 50 years of 
belongings, which can be daunting. And the older we get, the more anxious we are about big 
changes," Smith said.  

Because of that anxiety, several retirement and assisted-living communities in the area now 
recommend Assisted Moving's services to potential residents.  

Amy Terzo, in charge of sales and marketing for the Heritage of Raleigh, said promoting 
Assisted Moving has enabled her to close more deals.  

Eunice and Tom Bland, both in their 70s, recently moved from their 2,800-square-foot home in 
Wake Forest to a 925-square-foot unit in Springmoor Life Care Retirement Community in 
Raleigh. They hired Assisted Moving.  
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The Blands were particularly worried about the hundreds of books that lined Tom's study and 
the West African art that Eunice acquired while a missionary in Africa.  

"I was totally amazed because I didn't know this service was available," Eunice Bland said. "I 
see it as a true ministry to senior adults. These are specialists at being sensitive to the emotions 
of seniors and their families. They make you think, `Maybe I can get through this move.' "  

 (c) 2004, The News & Observer, Raleigh, N.C. Distributed by Knight Ridder/Tribune Business 
News.  

 

 

Monday, September 27, 2004 
 
Specialists move seniors with care   

By Bob Moos  
The Dallas Morning News 

DALLAS Ñ  The movers left something extra behind at Leigh Rogers' new Dallas apartment Ñ  
a small garden sculpture for her patio, with a thank-you card attached.  

"You didn't have to do this," the 82-year-old told the workers, who were studying photographs to 
make sure they placed the books on her shelves in the same order they had been at her old 
apartment.  

"You're all so sweet," she said. Then they hugged.  

These were no ordinary movers. They did not just pack up Rogers' belongings and unload them 
at the new place. They helped her sort through what to get rid of, shop for a new sofa and 
arrange the decorations to match the rooms of her former home as much as possible.  

Rogers' movers represented a small but growing segment of the $7 billion U.S. moving industry 
Ñ  senior-moving specialists. They specialize in handling not just furniture, but also feelings, as 
the baby boomers' aging parents leave the family home.  

"We take the drama out of moving," said Tach Branch-Dogans, president of Senior Living 
Resource of Dallas, which handled Rogers' move.  

To be sure, major moving companies have begun to offer more personalized services, and 
individual "move concierges" offer similar services. But the senior angle is a niche unto itself.  



 
 

4 

There is even a trade group, the National Association of Senior Move Managers, with about 70 
members across the country.  

And with the first of the nation's 76 million baby boomers expected to reach retirement age in 
2011, the field promises to become even larger and more lucrative in the next couple of 
decades, according to Paul Kleyman, an editor with the American Society on Aging.  

"Moving out of your home and into a strange setting can be psychologically difficult for an older 
adult," Kleyman said. "These new businesses try hard to act as a calming influence and help 
people deal with their anxiety."  

Senior movers' services come at a price, of course.  

A move from a house into an apartment within the same area can cost between $1,800 and 
$3,500. That is anywhere from 25 percent to 50 percent more than a conventional moving 
company.  

But senior movers' services are far more comprehensive and personal.  

"I haven't seen too many mainstream movers get hugs from their clients when they're done, but 
it happens all the time to us," notes Margit Novack, president of the national association.  

Phyllis Smith, owner of Senior Moving Co. of Dallas, says a growing part of her business comes 
from adult children who cannot do all the work themselves because they live out of town or have 
other family responsibilities.  

"We're often called during a time of crisis Ñ  someone has lost her health or maybe her spouse 
Ñ  and we're asked to help with what can be a nerve-racking experience," Smith said.  

By the time an older adult moves because of advancing age or poor health, "the children often 
have run themselves ragged, taking their parent back and forth to the doctor," Novack said. 
"They're stressed out and ready to let someone else make the decisions."  

George Starry said it would have taken him months to sort through his mother-in-law's 
University Park, Texas, house Ñ  "she was a 92-year-old pack rat." But Smith's senior movers 
did it in a few days.  

"It's hard for a greenhorn like me to move a loved one out of her home," Starry said. "You need 
someone who's careful about older people's feelings and can still get the job done."  

Leslie McMillin, owner of Moving Miracles of Dallas, joked she is a "rent-a-daughter" but with an 
advantage over the real thing: Her customers follow her advice.  

"I can be a voice of authority," she explained. "A daughter may tell her mother a thousand times 
to throw something out. But then I come in and say the same thing, and Mother listens."  
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McMillin said that when she lost her high-tech job after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, she 
reflected on how she could put more meaning into her life. She had been raised by her 
grandparents and thought that creating her senior-oriented business would be a way of giving 
back to older generations.  

Most of these moving specialists are middle-age women who are on their second or third 
careers, Novack said. Many have backgrounds in gerontology, nursing, psychology and social 
work.  

Others are corporate exiles who decided they "didn't want their tombstones simply to read, 'She 
raised second-quarter profits 25 percent.' They want to do something that touches lives," she 
said.  

The moving specialists' first task is to help the seniors downsize their belongings so they can fit 
into, say, a retirement-center efficiency or a one-bedroom apartment.  

Senior movers understand they are dealing not just with "stuff" but with a lifetime of memories, 
Smith said.  

To encourage downsizing, the movers have their customers place models of their furniture on a 
floor plan of the new apartment.  

"They soon see for themselves what fits and what must go," Novack said.  

Many senior movers hold estate sales for their customers, arrange the shipment of family 
heirlooms to relatives and donate unwanted furniture and clothing to charities.  

Once everything has been packed, the heavy lifting begins. Aware that some of her customers 
have a hands-on supervisory style, Smith said, she gives her crew a pre-move pep talk to 
remind them to be patient and understanding.  

"I tell them it's what we do," she explained. "It's why they hire us."  

In the new apartment, the movers try to re-create, on a smaller scale, the home left behind. 
Using photos they had taken of walls, curio cabinets and tabletops in the old home, they hang 
pictures and arrange knickknacks.  

"Matching a room" is especially important to older adults who are having trouble with their 
memories and require familiar settings, Branch-Dogans said.  

Other tricks of the trade: Never place shoes in a far corner of a closet. Be careful where you use 
throw rugs because they can trip seniors with walkers. Always put dishes on low shelves. And 
do not forget to fluff the pillows.  

Edie-Beth Ehrler, director of marketing at the Presbyterian Village North retirement center in 
Dallas, said she has found that residents who use specialized moving services tend to adapt 
more quickly to their surroundings.  
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"They don't have to worry about unpacking," she said. "They can jump into the retirement 
center's activities right away."  

Nor do most senior movers consider their job done when the last box has been unpacked.  

A week after Branch-Dogans moved Grace Willems' mother into a Dallas retirement home, she 
visited the 87-year-old to check up on her.  

"I was impressed," Willems recalled. "It's reassuring to know someone cares as much about 
your mother as you do."  

Rogers had heard about Branch-Dogans' company from a friend.  

A good-humored, petite woman with the manner of a favorite aunt, Rogers said she has moved 
upward of 30 times in her life.  

Her last move had been from Albuquerque, N.M., a year ago, when she sold her house there 
and rented a two-bedroom apartment in Dallas to be closer to her son and grandchildren. She 
used conventional movers, which meant her family still had a lot of work to do.  

This time, for her move into more permanent Dallas digs, she called Senior Living Resource. 
Weeks ahead of the move, Branch-Dogans helped Rogers shop for living-room furniture.  

As moving day approached, the workers helped their client sort through her belongings.  

On the big day, they overcame a broken elevator at her old apartment, hauling furniture and 
boxes into her new place during the wee hours.  

In the new apartment, one mover placed the family portraits on the piano just as they had stood 
in the old apartment. Another put Rogers' books on the shelves in the same order as before.  

And Branch-Dogans stood on a stepladder and asked Rogers where to hang the pictures she 
had painted or acquired over her life.  

Rogers cherishes her family photos, her hundreds of books and her eclectic collection of oil and 
watercolor paintings.  

Branch-Dogans and her team listened closely as she reminisced about her grown 
granddaughters' childhoods, a biography of entertainer Eddie Cantor she was reading and the 
portrait she had painted of her brother standing in a Missouri tobacco field.  

Hours later, the movers knew they had accomplished their job when Rogers declared, "At last, it 
feels like home.Ó 
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TIME  
By ELIZABETH POPE 
Monday, Jun 28, 2004 

 
Moving a Lifetime  
Helping a loved one pack up and leave a longtime home can be brutal. 
Relocation experts can help ease the pain 
 

Bob Sigmond couldn't bear to pack his belongings and trade in his Philadelphia high-rise, even 
for a plush retirement community a mere three blocks away. "Just the idea of moving was 
stopping me from moving," says Sigmond, 83, whose children urged him to relocate three years 
ago after his wife of 61 years died suddenly of a heart attack. "I was grieving anyway, then to 
walk away from the apartment we'd shared since 1968--it was like saying goodbye all over 
again," he says.  

Beyond the emotional turmoil, there was a physical burden. Sigmond, a former director of the 
Albert Einstein Medical Center, owned a three-bedroom apartment that housed more than 80 
cartons of books and stacks of professional papers. Downsizing to a smaller place meant days 
of sifting, sorting and lugging--more than he was willing to handle. So he didn't. Instead he 
called on moving solutions in Wynnewood, Pa., a senior-move management company, one of 
the latest specialty support services for older adults.  

The company's president, Margit Novack, spent several days with Sigmond assiduously placing 
green and red stickers on items indicating what would go and what would stay. Senior-move 
managers sort, pack and unpack, and dispose of unwanted items, though they let the movers 
do the heavy lifting. Think of them as moving angels. When it was finally time for Sigmond to 
pack up, his son and Novack took control while he jetted off to the west coast to visit friends. "By 
the time I got back, the new apartment was all set up, so I could walk in the door and start 
living," he says. "There was even food in the refrigerator."  

Scores of older Americans like Sigmond are finding that there's help for the downsizing 
headache. Moving consultants (or relocation specialists) focusing on the elderly have been 
sprouting up around the country and can be a godsend to those who don't want to wade through 
a move alone. Often they are summoned by adult children too busy or too distant to help 
parents uproot from a family home or from one level of care to another in a retirement 
community.  

For older Americans, moving can be even more arduous than for others. "Preparing for a senior 
move is a major organizational challenge," says Novack. "There may be 40 years of belongings 
to sort through. It's not uncommon to have items going to your parents' new home, to an adult 
son in Maine, a daughter in Illinois, a niece in Texas, the church bazaar, the Salvation Army and 
the town dump."  

Novack's field of expertise is burgeoning as the population ages. She reckons that there are an 
estimated 150 senior-move managers around the country, up from a handful just a few years 
ago. Many are former social workers, nurses, gerontologists or other second-careerists who 
charge $30 to $60 an hour for their services. Depending on the size of the house and number of 
items to be packed, shipped and unpacked, the total cost generally ranges from $1,500 for a 
one-bedroom apartment to $5,000 for a large, well-stocked house. Many move managers who 
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cater to this group help choose a moving company and coordinate the move, scheduling dates 
and nailing down details. (The moving costs are extra.)  

The key to their success lies in re-creating a familiar environment in the new locale. To do that, 
some consultants take photos of bureau tops or draw diagrams of knickknacks in a curio 
cabinet. Every detail is considered crucial. "Even the magnets were in the same place on the 
fridge. We couldn't believe it," says Robin Rose, 45, of Chicago, who helped her in-laws, Don 
and Edith Rose of Clearwater, Fla., relocate last March. In the midst of the move, her mother-in-
law was hospitalized for a stroke. "Mom was so worried she wouldn't be able to find anything," 
says Robin. "But when she walked in the door, she said, 'This looks just like our old home.' All 
the china and glassware were in the right spot in the hutch."  

An accurate floor plan of the new residence is essential to a good move, says Beth Warren of 
Welcome Home Relocation in Clearwater, who managed the roses' transition. Warren keeps 
measurements of all the closets, drawers and wall space of several retirement communities that 
she works with on a regular basis. "If there's no room for the china cabinet in the new 
apartment, what do you do with your three sets of china?" she says. "Why pack the contents of 
the garage when you won't even need a toolbox?"  

That might sound callous at first, but Warren sees her job as helping people part with some of 
the things that are no longer practical in a new retirement setting. Her sorters are trained to help 
clients make decisions about well-loved possessions. "You have to be gentle enough to listen to 
someone's story about their grandmother's Spode but strong enough to ask, 'so which is your 
favorite china? let's take that one.'" Clients who presort save on hourly rates, says Warren. 
Clutter bugs end up paying a premium as they sit in a comfortable chair and discuss the fate of 
each item with a sorter.  

A move to a retirement community comes freighted with emotion. Sorting through a lifetime of 
possessions, reminiscing, feeling sad and saying goodbye to a house is a necessary part of the 
grieving process, says Barbara Kane, a licensed clinical social worker in Bethesda, Md., and 
author of Coping With Your Difficult Older Parent. "Moving is about the loss of our role as a 
householder, the one thing we still have control over in the last stages of life," she notes. "That's 
why it's so tough."  

An adult child often instigates a move because a parent is too frail or demented to live alone, 
she says. But the transition may be so upsetting that it triggers depression in an elderly person, 
requiring medication or counseling. And older adults with difficult personalities--those who are 
overly needy, self-centered, controlling or anxious--may require extra nurturing and 
understanding during a major transition.  

"Instead of arguing with your parent, you have to empathize," Kane says. "You've got to say, 
'Mom, I'm sorry it's so hard.' Period." Attempting to convince parents they're better off in a new 
setting is a mistake, she adds. "They'll hear that as abandonment and be even more threatened 
and rigid."  

Retirement communities and geriatric-care managers may know of packing services that 
specialize in dealing with the elderly, says Novack, who is also a founder of the newly formed 
national association of senior move managers. The association's website nasmm.com has links 
to companies around the country, and Novack hopes the organization will have a voluntary 
certification program in the next few years. She advises families to inquire about professional 
credentials, liability and workers' compensation insurance, references, written contracts and fee 
structures.  
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Some relocation help is available to people who move to one of the 5,700 member facilities of 
the American association of homes and services for the aging (AAHSA), a Washington-based 
group representing nonprofit nursing homes and assisted-living and continuing-care retirement 
communities. "We wanted to provide an affordable service to seniors to make the transition as 
painless as possible," says Scot Scurlock, an AAHSA vice president. A coordinator provides 
phone support and tracks details during a transition but is not on site for packing and unpacking.  

Patience and compassion may be the most important virtues in helping older adults relocate. 
"We aren't moving things. We're moving a lifetime," Novack says. "It's not about stuff. It's about 
the stories behind the stuff. We do a lot of listening." 
 


