‘ Helping people with
dementia in the
COVID-19 environment

Even under normal circumstances,
living with dementia is confusing,
disorienting and often distressing for
the person and their family. The issues
associated with dementia can be
worsened when environmental factors
impact — especially something as
extreme as the coronavirus (COVID-19)
pandemic. The uncertainty and
change brought about by COVID-19

is unsettling for most people, but can
be especially so for someone with
dementia, as the situation may create
significant changes to their routine and
everyday life.
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The person with dementia may:

experience frequent confusion due to unreliable memory,
disorientation or disorganised thinking

find change difficult due to increasingly concrete and
inflexible thinking

misunderstand others’ intentions or words due to language
processing problems or difficulty with abstract concepts
and inferences

experience frustration if speech and language skills make
expressing themselves a challenge

be more prone to mistakes due to changes in their thinking
ability, poor insight or a tendency to rush without thinking
behavioural or emotional reactions may be more extreme.

You may notice in the individual with dementia changes
such as:

.

.

increased behavioural issues
mood disturbance or irritability
increased levels of stress/anxiety
more prominent confusion.

To help to minimise these difficulties

Limit exposure to news coverage and social media

There is a lot of coverage of the virus and its effects on people.
While this can help us understand the situation, it can also cause
increased anxiety and worry —especially if people are not able
to process all of the information they are reading.



Strategies

If the person is accessing the news and social media on their own

devices, try to limit these if it is possible. For example, you may
want to choose a news source to follow —or set time limits on
social-media usage.

. Turn off the television to avoid news bulletins.

. Consider limiting newspaper deliveries if these are
causing stress.

. Try not to talk about the situation too much or to convey
your own anxiety.

Keep to the same routine (where possible)

When taking ongoing precautions to reduce exposure and
infection risk, the change in routine can be disturbing. The lack

of activity may contribute to sleep difficulties or lowered mood.

If you had a routine at home, try to follow this where possible.
Strategies
. Stick to the same structure for your day.

. Create a visual timetable to reassure the person about what
is happening and when. For example, have laminated A4
sheets for each of activities for the day. At the start of the
day write on them or add a picture of the activity that is
scheduled for each block of time. Put these on a wall where
the person can see them. Remove each one as the activity
has been completed.

. Engage in activities that are meaningful and enjoyable.

. Tryto maintain a healthy diet.

Check in with a doctor and/or specialist

If there are sudden or severe changes in the person’s behaviour
or mood, it would be worth seeking medical advice early. Even
a small change in sleeping habits can be worth seeking advice
from the person’s GP or specialist.

Strategies

« Make sure you have prescriptions and a supply of medication
if needed.

« Check with the GP whether they are offering
videoconferencing or telephone consultations.

Distraction and action to manage distress

When people with dementia become worried or distressed,

because their thinking is often not very flexible anymore, it can be

hard to shift them. So it is important to try to take a prevention
approach. Ensuring that there are many activities at the ready to
keep the person occupied can reduce opportunities for distress.

Strategies

+ Have a list of activities for each day that the person enjoys
and remains capable of (colouring, cards, tending to indoor
plants, drawing). Well-learned, familiar and routine tasks
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tend to be remembered and more likely to remain possible
compared to new activities.

« Aset of soothing or distracting activities to redirect the
person’s thoughts while also calming them could include:
a stress ball, calming music, a favourite game, a phone call,
a quiet space where they can relax and feel comfortable.

+ Including a relaxation strategy in their daily routine can be
helpful —e.g., relaxation breathing, visualisation, progressive
muscle relaxation, massage.

+ Keep their minds agile and active through activities (within
their range of capability) such as crosswords, word games,
Sudoku, composing a letter (orally if they can’t write),
watching and then discussing a movie.

Orient and clarify

Confusion and/or disorientation may increase with changes

and associated worry. The strategies above can help. Other

more specific ideas include:

+ aclear, written laminated sign stating where the person is,
and the date

- large digital clock visible with the time

« pictures of friends and family members in a visible location

« way to access and play old, familiar music that they enjoy.

It is also important:

+ tolabel rooms and objects if required

« ifthey keep asking why things are different (e.g., why isn’t
a family member visiting): leave on a wall a clear note
explaining in one simple (non-distressing) sentence.

For carers

Many carers will also be feeling isolated and under extra pressure

during this time.

It will be critical that they find time in each day to engage
in some relaxation strategies and down time, even if the time
is only brief.

« If someone is able to share the caring load, ensure that you
do this in a balanced way.

+ Ifthereis not an additional support person available, ensure
that you stay connected with your own friends and family
via FaceTime and phone calls.

« Reach out to support groups and carer resources such
as Dementia Australia: www.dementia.org.au; National
dementia helpline: 1800 100 500



http://www.dementia.org.au

Seeking help

If you or the person with dementia feel you need more than
general support, a psychologist with training in working with
neurocognitive difficulties, such as a neuropsychologist, can help.

Contacting your GP is a good starting point to access

a psychologist. Or you can:

 Use the Australia-wide Find a Psychologist service.
To access the service go to findapsychologist.org.au or
call 1800 333 497

+ Ask your GP or another health professional to refer you

The APS has a number of resources available to assist Australians in
managing their mental health during the coronavirus outbreak.

Visit psychology.org.au for more.
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Experts in Brain Psychology

A clinical neuropsychologist is a psychologist who is trained to understand
brain-behaviour relationships (across the lifespan):

a) To assess thinking/brain abilities and difficulties to clarify diagnosis and
identify the client’s care needs and priorities

b) To provide targeted intervention or rehabilitation for people with thinking/
brain-related difficulties or disorders

c) To adapt or modify treatments to take into account the effects of thinking/
brain difficulties

The Australian Psychological Society Limited
PO Box 38, Flinders Lane, VIC, 8009
Telephone:  (03) 8662 3300 or 1800 333 497

Fax: (03) 9663 6177
Email: membership@psychology.org.au
Web: psychology.org.au

Find us on social media O o @

ABN 23000543788 © 2022



