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Creating a Family Crisis Plan
Putting together a family crisis plan to support someone with 
dementia is rarely simple or straightforward. Every situation is 
different. Dynamics differ. Influences can include:

✔   Family members living many miles apart and, indeed, in different countries. They 
will also have other dependents and commitments which they have to manage.

✔   Lack of knowledge about the condition. Because progression is gradual the person 
with dementia may at first appear to be coping and some family members do not 
see there are issues to address.

✔   Individuals having to make decisions about what they will contribute in response 
to the situation. This means making changes in their lives which, in turn, will also 
affect others.

✔   Adjusting relationships with the person affected. A daughter or son may have to 
take on a parental role, reversing the previous position. 

✔   Relationships in the past being difficult and old issues now begin to resurface. 

✔   A general lack of respect shown for others by the person with dementia or by the 
family member now being asked to contribute to caring.

✔   Denial that the situation is serious and treating the person as if he/she could 
manage better if they tried harder. 

✔   Family members becoming angry with each other because of differing opinions or 
shortcomings in being able to deal with the situation.

✔   Instead of uniting to form a coherent plan, family members arguing and blaming 
each other for not doing enough, or for past failings.

✔   Refusal to face up to the situation and even avoiding visiting the sufferer. Reasons 
given might be: ‘It’s pointless: he/she can’t even remember if I have been to see 
them’ or ‘It’s too upsetting' (these type of statements beg the question ‘Who is 
supposed to benefit from the visit? The visitor or the person with dementia?’).

✔   Designating and expecting one family member to do all the caring (making sure 
everyone takes turns at weekends or other times will help keep people realistic 
about the difficulties).
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One way to approach these issues and arrive at a family crisis plan is to:

Arrange a family meeting 
This can be done by any family member. Whoever takes this responsibility will often 
be the person to facilitate the meeting and will probably be the main carer. If there 
are difficult relationships within the family it is helpful to arrange for someone 
independent to facilitate, such as a social worker or a minister. It is easier for this 
person to bring up subjects that family members might find difficult and to act as a 
mediator. 

Who should attend?
Families differ. You might consider your husband/wife and sons and daughters as 
‘family’. Other people might include aunts, uncles, grandchildren, close neighbours or 
an employed care worker. Whoever you invite, it is important that everyone to be part 
of the team supporting your loved one is present. 

Should the person with dementia attend?
The meeting is about them and 
their preferences need to be 
considered as part of the decision-
making process. If they are able to 
understand and can participate it 
is essential to have them present. 
However, some family members 
may wish to share or express 
feelings that could be hurtful to 
the person being cared for. In these 
instances, first arrange a separate 
meeting to facilitate this expression 
followed by the main family meeting 
to focus on the caring solutions.  

Be realistic
For a number of reasons not everyone will commit to attending, want to participate in 
a meeting or support the person with dementia. However, with modern technology, 
there many ways you can keep them informed and involve those who are willing, using 
email, phone, online ‘Skype’ video systems and so on. 
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Send out an agenda
This is a schedule of the topics that need to be discussed. Although this seems formal, 
sending this allows all those involved to think through each topic, come up with ideas for 
possible solutions, gather information and suggest other items that they feel should be 
talked about. Each situation is different but the agenda might include topics such as:

✔   Agreeing some ground rules

✔   An update on the current situation

✔   Sharing of feelings (If the person 
with dementia is present, you 
might wish to do this in a separate 
meeting)

✔   What sort of support is currently 
needed? This might include:

        – Daily visits from family members

        –  Help with shopping laundry, 
cooking, paying bills, etc.

        –  Having someone living with 
them or a family member taking 
the person in

✔   What support does the main 
caregiver need? This might 
include:

        – Regular breaks

        –  Taking the person being cared 
for to appointments

        – Emotional support

        – Financial aid

        – Assistance with problem solving 

The lists will vary. Depending on 
the situation and the progression of 
the condition both the person with 
dementia and main carer may need 
occasional or substantial help. 
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Agree some ground rules
Having some ground rules does not guarantee there will be no disagreements, but it will 
help to keep accusations and arguments to a minimum. The rules you agree might include:

✔   Allowing each other to speak without interruption or reproach

✔   Respecting each other’s opinions

✔   Not bringing up the past (the aim is to find solutions for the current situation not 
sort out past problems).

✔   Avoiding making negative remarks about each other’s expected future behaviour

✔   Keeping the discussion focused on solutions  

✔   Agreeing to abide by the decisions made, even though everyone may not agree 
with them all.

Sometimes it is necessary to revisit and add to the ground rules at times to remind 
individuals, or when issues have arisen that have not been taken into account. 
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Make sure everyone has 
opportunity to express their views
It is important that everyone is able to express their views and feels they have been 
taken into account. One way to avoid some family members from dominating is to 
take it in turns, limiting the time for each person to express their opinion and make 
suggestions. Otherwise you may need to control the discussion by statements such as 
‘Thank you, John. That is helpful. It would be good to hear how Mary feels about this.’ 
and so on.  
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Work through the agenda
It will be important to identify and 
agree what are urgent needs and 
require immediate attention and 
which decisions can be delayed, if 
necessary, to a later meeting. Bear in 
mind that not all problems can be fully 
resolved. Sometimes a compromise 
has to be agreed and reached. Also, 
not everyone is able to make an equal 
contribution. One person may be able 
to offer financial support but, because 
they live in a different part of the 
country, cannot do daily or weekly 
visits. However, they may be able to 
phone on a regular basis. Someone 
else may not be able to contribute 
financial help but can commit to 
looking after the person some week-
ends to give the main carer a break. 
Another family member may find 
it hard to give emotional support 
because of a poor past relationship 
but can provide transport to and from 
appointments or a day centre.  

It can be hard to let go of expectations that everyone pulls their weight and may not 
feel fair that one or two people do most of the caring. This may generate feelings 
of anger. It seems unfair, but keep in focus that the aim of the meeting is to plan 
the care of the person with dementia and reach the best solutions possible in the 
circumstances to support them and the main carer. 

As each issue is discussed and solutions found, write down what commitment each 
person is making. For example: ‘John will pay for a carer one evening a week starting 
…’, ‘Margaret will take and pick my son up from school each day’, and so on.  
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Summarise what has been agreed 
When as much as possible has been completed in the set time, summarise the 
solutions and the commitments each person has made. This acts as a reminder, 
emphasises the commitment and ensures everyone is clear about what has been 
decided. 

Schedule follow up meetings
Not everything may have been resolved and other issues will arise that need to be 
discussed. You will need to revisit anything that is not working out as planned or has 
been suggested on a trial basis. Also, as time progresses, circumstances of all involved 
may change as well the care needs for your loved one. There will be adjustments to 
be made. Maintaining an attitude of being able to make constant adaptations to meet 
situations as they develop is essential.   



More help
If you need some support and help in engaging your loved one with activities, Carewatch 
is more than happy to help you whenever you need it.

We can help with looking after your loved one while you take a break. We understand 
that caring for someone with dementia is a hard thing to do for a family, so we help by 
providing you with rest breaks so that you feel more energised to be able to do more 
meaningful activities with them. It also means that you can take a step back and view 
the situation more clearly and with fresh eyes. This can help a lot when you’re trying to 
plan more activities in the life of your loved one.
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Send everyone a record of what 
has been agreed
Each person can then see their commitment in black and white and consult it when 
necessary to remind them about what they have chosen to do. It also confirms their 
commitment.

Making the plan work
A family plan formulated in this way - as long as people 
agree and are not forced into making a commitment 
- works well. It is important not to miss out on setting 
rules at the start. Although this can feel awkward and 
a bit uncomfortable it will help to manage difficult 
situations when family members feel emotional and 
the conversation becomes heated. It will also help keep 
these incidents to a minimum. If meetings do become 
very heated and difficult, consider bringing in an 
objective person to moderate the proceedings.

Be realistic in your expectations. Family crisis meetings will not solve every issue. 
For some issues there are no clear cut solutions and you can only do what is possible 
in the best interests of the person with dementia. However, they are a potent tool in 
ensuring family members pull together and support both the person with dementia 
and whoever is providing the main caring role.   



The following organisations provide a range of 
information, advice and support 

Alzheimer’s Society.
Provides information and advice both for people with 
dementia and their carers. 

h	 info@alzheimers.org.uk 
	 www.alzheimers.org.uk 
 020 7423 3500
Helpline: 0845 300 0336

AT Dementia
Provides information on Assistive Technology that can 
help people with dementia live more independently.

h	 info@trentdsdc.org.uk 
	 www.atdementia.org.uk 
 01162575017 

Carers UK
Provides information and advice to carers about 
their rights and how to access support. 

h	 info@ukcarers.org
	 www.carersuk.org 
 0808 808 7777

Carers Direct (Part of NHS Choices)

Provides free confidential information and carers. 
Calls are free from UK landlines. 

h	 carersDirect@nhschoices.nhs.uk 
	 www.nhs.uk/CarersDirect 
 0808 802 0202

Dementia UK
Provides training for those who work with people with 
dementia as well as employing Admiral Nurses who 
specialise in dementia care and provide both practical 
and emotional support.

h	 info@dementiauk.org  
	 www.fordementia.org.uk 
 020 7697 4160 
Helpline: 0845 257 9406  
or e-mail direct@dementiauk.org 

Princess Royal Trust for Carers
This one of the largest providers of carer support 
services. They provide information, advice and 
support.

h	 info@carers.org
	 www.carers.org
 0844 800 4361 

Royal College of Psychiatrists
This website contains some excellent information on 
Alzheimer’s and treatments

h	 rcpsych@rcpsych.ac.uk 
	 www.rcpsych.ac.uk 
 020 72352351  

Solicitors for the Elderly
This is an independent, national organisation of 
lawyers such as solicitors, barristers, and legal 
executives who provide specialist legal advice for 
older and vulnerable people, their families and carers.

To locate a solicitor near you:

h	 admin@solicitorsfortheelderly.com 
	 www.solicitorsfortheelderly.com 
 0844 567 6173   

Benefits Enquiry Line 
Provides advice and information on the benefits you 
can claim if you are disabled or a carer.

	 www.gov.uk/benefit-enquiry-line 
 0800 882 200

UK Homecare Association Ltd
This is the national association for organisations who 
provide social care to people in their homes.

h	 enquiries@ukhca.co.uk 
	 www.ukhca.co.uk 
 020 8661 8188

Organisations and sources of 
useful information
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