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-Holidays can be extra challenging when you have 
a loved one with Dementia. 

-Knowing where they are in the disease process 
can be very helpful for all involved. 

-This along with planning and self-care can make 
the Holiday experience less stressful and more 
enjoyable.  



Lets Start with Planning 

 chances are the holidays will not look the way they 
used to. Not everyone has a hallmark holiday to 
begin with, but whatever your past experience has 
been, something will change. It experience will be 
different.

 Understanding this and encouraging others to 
understand it will help with unrealistic expectations.

 The degree to which your loved one is affected will 
determine the degree of coordination and energy 
(emotional as well as physical) required of you and 
others, needed to include the person with dementia 
in gatherings and activities. 



When Planning for the Holidays it is Important to 

Ask Yourself Some Key Questions 

What are the GOALS of this Holiday Season based upon 
what everyone wants?

Start off general then become more specific while using:  
HE RULE OF THREE. 

-What are Three things you think Others (friends, family) 
expect and may want? (traditions, activities, etc.)

-What are Three things your Loved One has either told 
you they want or you believe they would want? (If they 
have or could express their desires to you.) 

-And, What are Three things You want? 



Now what are the Goals based upon wants and 

expectations?

 Are the realistic? Are they fair? Are they factoring 
in what You need now and what your Loved One 
with Dementia needs now? 

 What is negotiable and what is not.

 Who will help you with these goals, who will do 
you think is dependable. (behaviors and actions don’t 
necessarily change even if the situation is different, 
if they did not come around before they may not 
now).

 Are you willing to ask for help (was your role in 
the past to be the one to organize and make things 
happen, or host get togethers, be super Grandma or 
Grandpa, make the peace, etc).   

 Can you be an advocate?



Once you have decided on the Goals for the 

Holidays 

 Develop a plan for reaching them, (before you included 
some degree of fun factor) 

 Make sure you develop strategies to realize your three 
goals (at least one should be personal) . It is essential 
that you find relief and joy, make that a priority. You 
cannot provide for others if you don’t provide care and 
support for yourself first 

 What does that look like? 

 Communicate with others and yourself

 Self Talk, honor your emotions and feelings, and those of others

 You may be surprised, disappointed, frustrated. All of them.

 PRACTICE SELF COMPASSION 

 Follow-through – hold people to promises if you can to give 
you a break and do things you used to do.

 Be Flexible (OK to have new traditions or change) PRACTICE 
Celebrate – Thank others and yourself, say Yay Me(s)



Communication with Others that may apply to some 

or all Stages Prior to Holidays or Get-togethers 

If you can, discuss plans for the Holiday early and what to expect. 
Some ways to do this are:

Call a face-to-face meeting 

Arrange a conference call 

Send an email or letters 

example of what to put in written message:

 I'm writing this letter to let you know how things are going at our house. 
While we're looking forward to your visit, we thought it might be helpful 
if you understood our current situation before you arrive. "You may 
notice that ____ has changed since you last saw him/her. Among the 
changes you may notice are ___. I've enclosed a picture so you know 
how ___ looks now. "Because ___ sometimes has problems remembering 
and thinking clearly, his/her behavior is a little unpredictable. Please 
understand that ___ may not remember who you are and may confuse 
you with someone else. Please don't feel offended by this. He/she 
appreciates your being with us and so do I. Please treat ___ as you 
would any person. A warm smile and a gentle touch on ___'s shoulder or 
hand will be appreciated more than you can know. "I would ask that you 
call before you come to visit or when you're nearby so we can prepare 
for your arrival. Caregiving is a tough job, and I'm doing the very best I 
can. With your help and support, we can create a holiday memory that 
we'll treasure. www.alz.org/midlands

http://www.alz.org/midlands


The Stages of Alzheimer’s/Dementia 

and the Holidays

 Many variables can impact how fast or slow someone 
progresses through these stages, the following are 
some ideas to help you with decreasing Holiday 
Stress based upon the idea that it needs, functions 
and emotions can and will change.  It is better for 
all that you go to where your Loved one is …

 In the interest of simplification I have reduced the 7 
Stages of the Disease, as described by The Alzheimer’s 
Association into Three Stages:

 Early, Middle, and Late

 (Please refer to your guide to describe each)



Early Stages

 They are aware, but may or may not be aware of limitations, but need interactions 
and experiences that help support their remaining abilities. 

 Be sure to involve them in decision making  

 Avoid questions like;  Do you remember when? Try not to put them on the spot or 
where they may feel embarrassed. 

 You may feel very sad even angry during these times, you may both be grieving, it is 
uncomfortable but a natural reaction. 

Gift Ideas:

 Things that encourage pleasant memories, socialization, and activity, music. Soft objects, 
pillows, robes, Colorful Mobiles, window prisms to catch the sunlight.  A visit from a 
small pet among others.  Medic alert bracelets if they will wear them, Appliances 
that have auto shut off. Large Calendars and Clocks. Medication reminder/container. 
Books specifically for Dementia  (amazon has a variety of options)

Activities:

 Should be able to take part in most activities, let them tell you what they want, but 
avoid they’re becoming over tired. (like most of us)

Travel:

 Would depend on advanced the disease is, best not to travel long distances if can be 
avoided. But if still early-a joint decision. Different environments can be very 
confusing, make sure they are not exhibiting any signs or indications that they are sick 
or getting sick. Don’t leave alone for very long, check in with them. Have someone 
with them if you can. Have a designated quiet room for a nap and a place to get 
away from stimulation. Try to stay on schedule with bedtimes back home.

Safety: 

 Put keys to car where they are not easily found. Avoid or minimize alcohol if you 
can.

 They may decline in the evening as with all stages, be mindful this may happen. 



Middle Stages 
 More difficulty with daily activities along with communication and attention 

span. (increase your self care and support when you can)

 Try doing things earlier in the day, and perhaps at a different location. ( You 
may want two episodes of celebration; one with the your loved one and one 
with family on another day or later the same day.) 

 Try to visit in small groups early in the day instead of a large one.

 Your Loved one may no longer like or enjoy what they used to, they may like 
other things that surprise you. Try to give them two choices when you can.

Gift Ideas:

 Things make daily activities simple, things like easy to slip on socks, things that 
make grooming easier, easy to put on clothing. Things that they can listen to 
and watch like music, tapes, videos, pictures, photo albums of family and other 
things. Also things, that might bring nature to them, bird feeders, bird songs. 
Consider asking for a “baby monitor.”

Activities:

Encourage to participate but, avoid loud noises and music. Encourage them to 
take part in things like baking, car rides to see lights, etc. avoid heavily 
crowded environments. 

Travel:

May need to avoid all together, bring family and friends to them. 

Safety: 

Don’t leave alone, have someone with them at all time. Put keys to car where 
they are not easily found. Put bells on the doors. Keep pathways clear of 
toys, wrapping paper, clothes, etc. especially to the bathroom. OFFER 
Bathroom and take often Assign them their own chair and keep it available, 
put something that is theirs, that they can easily recognize on it. Avoid foods 
that may cause gastric discomfort, or decorations or ornaments that look 
like food. And avoid alcohol. With increase in Don’t forget medications. Put 
name on label of clothes. 



Last Stages

 More difficulty with daily activities along with communication and very 
short attention span, poor mobility, poor communication and cannot 
perform complex to most tasks.   

 Visit in small groups earlier in the day, not likely they can go out.  

Gift Ideas:

Should gently stimulate the senses and bring the individual comfort 
and security. Try to provide gentle music, gentle smells and gentle 
exposures.  

Ask for gift cards that may provide resources for in-home grooming 
and respite along with food delivery for you and specialty food for 
your Loved One. Gift cards can also help pay for toileting 
needs/hygiene needs. Equipment.

Have someone come over and read to them     

The Gift of Touch and Music are especially important.

Activities:

May be limited but can go on around them if they enjoy and can 
tolerate. 

Travel: Not recommended.

Safety: Need 24 hr. Supervision  

SELF CARE:  ESSENTIAL ASK FOR RESPITE AND SUPPORT   



Remember

 Avoid unrealistic expectations

 Ask for what you need, manage your energy. 

 Be kind to you, use self compassion, kind self talk 
and celebrate. (Be Aware you may experience post 
holiday sadness.)

 Find humor where you can

 Be open to new memories and letting some traditions 
go, but flexible

 Take time out, eat well, sleep

 Use positive means for coping

 If you and/or your Loved One are People of Faith 
keep practicing and making it a part of your lives, 
regardless of which Stage you Loved One is at.  



Activities 

 Cards 

 Smells

 Sights and Sounds

 Memory Books

 Mittens/Hats

 New Years Noises, Hats



Wishing You a Wonderful 

Holiday Season

 From:        HARBOR TRANSITIONS LLC

Sandy O’Brien RN MN Case Manager, Certified 
Coach/Counselor and Consultant

Sandy@harbortransitions.com/www.harbortransitions.com

253-442-9242
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