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Social isolation for people with dementia
A recent report into aged care by Labour and the Greens calls for adequate support for older people to enable them to live at home as long as possible by providing consistent in-home support and respite care packages for those with dementia. 

The report also says people living in residential care, where up to 60 per cent may have dementia, are facing social isolation and depression. 

But Alzheimers South Canterbury says social isolation is also prevalent for people who live at home with dementia and emphasis must be put on appropriate social activities in order to reduce loneliness, which can escalate into depression. 

Alzheimers South Canterbury’s community liaison officer Karen McKenzie says she noticed her clients were coping with loneliness and social isolation when she first began her role. 

To help combat the problem, the organisation is investing the $20,000 it raised from a special hat wearer fundraiser to train volunteers to provide stimulating activities and companionship for people with dementia. 
Alzheimers New Zealand’s spokesperson Cass Alexander says, while there is no officially recorded information on how many people with dementia and their carers suffer from depression, it is prevalent in the dementia community. 

“While it is important Alzheimers New Zealand supports people to manage the disease through information and education, it is also important to recognise how critical social interaction and stimulation is for people.  People with dementia and older people in general need to have adequate support networks, especially in geographically isolated areas.” 

Volunteers are working with dementia trainer and consultant, Jan Hide, who has a 30-year background in nursing, aged and palliative care. 
Jan will help the group to manage what she calls “different” behaviours, such as frustration and aggression, which can occur in some people with dementia.  She will educate the group on why these behaviours may occur and how the brain functions as a result of the disease, while demonstrating appropriate and stimulating activities.

“I don’t do difficult behaviours, I do different behaviours.  By explaining why different behaviours occur, they don’t seem so bad or difficult to manage.  If this initiative is going to work, we have to support our volunteers so they feel confident at being with people with dementia people and managing situations that might occur,” says Jan. 

Karen says the volunteers, who are aged from 50-70, range in backgrounds, some having trained as nurses or diversional therapists, while others have had experience with caring for a person with dementia in the home.  

Not everyone can come to the activities days provided by residential care facilities in the area.  This is a non-threatening way to provide stimulation for people in their own homes.  The volunteers won’t just sit with a person, they will enhance their lives and at the same time give the carer a break,” says Karen.
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