
 

What do I tell my family member on the day of 
placement?  Do I tell him where he is going?  What if 
she becomes upset and refuses to go?  Many families 
experience this dilemma.  The following information 
may be helpful when deciding what to say on that ‘day 
of placement’. Please realize however, that each 
situation is different and will require its own individual 
approach. 
 
The Day:  
The decision has been made and now the day of 
placement has arrived.  Perhaps you have already 
discussed this with your family member and he or she 
has had the chance to visit the long term care home 
and understand why they are moving.  On the other 
hand, your family member may not be able to 
understand the situation and all that it entails.  It can 
be very difficult to know how to approach the situation 
and what to say.  There are many things for you to 
consider when deciding what to say about the move: 

• No one likes to be the ‘bearer of bad news.’  
Ask yourself, “Who am I protecting by not 
telling the person where he/she is going?  Is it 
because I find it too difficult?” 

• Would my family member want to know and 
perhaps feel cheated at not being told of a 
decision that will have such a great impact on 
his/her life? 

• Would everyone concerned feel better having 
the decision out in the open so all could show 

their normal emotional reactions and all would 
be able to comfort and support each other? 

• Was the person always one who preferred not 
to be told of difficult situations ahead of time? 

• What do I know of my family member’s 
thoughts or wishes about long term care before 
they developed this disease or early in its 
course? 

• Judging from past experience, would telling the 
person ahead of time cause him/her too much 
anguish and perhaps result in anger, making 
the situation even more difficult? 

• Is the person capable of understanding the 
implications of placement or of staying in 
his/her current environment? 

 
Your introspective answers to the above questions 
may help you in deciding what and how much to tell 
your family member. 
 
What do we do?: 
The following are some general suggestions for the 
day: 

• Have the room ready to limit confusion. 

• Involve the person in a limited capacity, 
including unpacking a few things in the room. 

• Have a plan ”B” ready.  Are there too many 
questions?  Is it getting too overwhelming or 
upsetting?  Go for tea; take a break; involve 
other family or friends. 
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• Be positive – your mood will influence your 
family member.  They may be feeling lost, 
scared or alone.  Your response should always 
be love, affection and reassurance – no 
arguing.  You may be blamed for doing this.  He 
or she may feel “it’s all your fault”.  You will 
have to close your ears until you can deal with 
this in a positive way. 

• Respond to the feelings, not the words.  “Take 
me home” may be the only words the person 
can use to express how he or she is feeling.  
“Home” is where people feel comfortable and 
loved. 

• Have people that your family member trusts 
around that day. 

• Focus on the person’s strengths during this 
time.  You may be surprised by his or her social 
graces.  Use his or her sense of humour or 
willingness to help others. 

• Give it time. 
 
What should we say? 
You may feel unsure as to what to say, how to tell 
the person that today they are moving to a new 
home.  The following are suggestions as to what to 
say: 

• Avoid dishonest explanations such as “we are 
going for a ride”.  It may make adjustment to 
the new situation harder. 

• Keep to the truth, but limit your explanations 
and don’t argue. 

• “We’re going to a place where you can stay, a 
place where they will call me if you need me.” 

• “I have found a place where you will be well 
taken care of, where I can visit you often and 
make sure you have everything you need. 

• “The doctor wants me to take some time off 
so I can remain healthy and continue to care 
for you; therefore he has made arrangements 
at a place nearby for you to stay.” 

• “I have made some reservations for you at a 
place where some of your friends from the 
Day Centre are.  They will be happy to see 
you.” 

 
Arriving: 
A staff member from the home should be on hand to 
meet and welcome you.  They may take you on a 
tour or give you some time to ‘settle in’.  You may be 
meeting a variety of new people, so ask for and 
record the name of the charge nurse, or personal 
support worker who is assigned to your family 
member.  Share with them some personal 
information about your family member (e.g. 
likes/dislikes, comforts, soothing words or activities) 
that will help staff get to know them better and 
create a sense of familiarity during those initial days.  
Your family member may be feeling unsettled, or 
anxious.  Reassure them that everything will be fine, 
that people are there who care for them and that 
they are in good hands.  Try to remain matter-of-fact 
but always positive.  Your attitude will set the tone. 
It can be helpful to go over the way to your family 
members room; washroom; common area; dining 
room etc.  This will help them become more familiar 
with their new environment.  You may not want to 
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do everything all at once, but incorporate this activity 
into each visit during those initial days. 
 
Foster Feelings of Familiarity: 
It is important that your family member feel 
comfortable and secure in their new home. This will 
not happen overnight, but may take weeks or even 
months.  To help, hang pictures and decorate their 
room with familiar objects.  This may help bring 
comfort and feelings of reassurance to your family 
member.  Another step in helping the person feel 
secure and comfortable in their new environment is 
helping them develop relationships with those 
around them.  Talk to staff as often as you can and 
share stories about your family member’s 
background.  Share their interests and idiosyncrasies.  
Share their proudest moments.  Share their favourite 
joke or saying.  The more staff know about the 
person the more comfortable they will feel 
interacting with them.  And the better equipped staff 
will be to help soothe and comfort them if they are 
feeling anxious. 
 
It’s Time to Go: 
Once your family member has been made to feel 
welcome and is under the care of the staff, you may 
or may not wish to exchange parting words.  In some 
circumstances, saying goodbye may be upsetting to 
you and/or your family member.  Do what you feel is 
best.  If necessary, ask a staff member to invite your 
relative to an activity, e.g. lunch, so that you can 
leave.  Some parting words: 

• I am going to do some errands, I will come 
back to see you later. 

• I see that (name of staff person) wants to 
show you around, I’ll be back later. 

You may wish to spend the rest of the day with 
another family member or close friend.  Or, you may 
prefer to have time alone.  You can call the home 
later to see how your family member is doing. 
 
Suggestions for Period Immediately Following 
Placement: 
How soon and how often you visit is an individual 
matter and will depend on the reactions of those 
involved.  For some, frequent visits can be beneficial.  
If you, or your family member, find this too upsetting 
you may prefer to keep in touch by telephone at first.  
Perhaps another family member or friend can visit on 
your behalf. 
Talk to staff.  They can tell you how your family 
member is doing and how your visits affect them.  
Staff may give you advice about when and how often 
to visit.  This may be helpful, but you know your 
family member better than anyone else, so base your 
decisions on what you feel is best.  
It may be best to visit within the home for the first 
while, until your family member begins to feel 
comfortable there.  Take them out for a walk and 
note their reaction when going back in. 
There will be a period of adjustment for everyone.  
No one can predict how a person with dementia will 
react to a new situation or a new environment.  Your 
family member may show signs of anxiety or 
depression at first.  These are normal emotions for 
someone who has just been moved from their home.  
Your family member will need to express themselves, 
and will need you there to listen and offer your love 
and understanding. 
Your family member may be very angry at you or 
very hurt, so it is wise to prepare yourself for this.  
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Sometimes asking another relative or a friend to 
accompany you on visits will make it easier. 
Remember, your family member does not see the 
home in the same light as you do.  Once they have 
settled in, the home becomes their new home.  To 
them it is a place they have become familiar with, 
where they are assisted with the activities of daily 
living as needed and expectations are adjusted to 
meet their capabilities. 
 
Your family member will still need lots of love, 
companionship, regular exercise and interaction.  
Your visits are important.   
 
 
When you are ready, there are the following other 
information sheets in the Placement Series: 
 

• Making the Decision 
• Adjustment following Placement  
• Visiting 
• Communicating with Staff 

 
Other resources available from the Alzheimer Society 
include: 
 

• Adjusting to LTC 
• Caregiving Options:  Considering LTC 
• Guilt 

 
Resourses: 
1. Pros and Cons of Placement (1998, March 17).   
2. Alert 5. Caregiver Information Insert 
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