
 

The demands on your physical and emotional 
resources will be high if you are a full-time caregiver 
for a person with dementia. You are a nurse, cook, 
cleaner, chauffeur, counselor and comforter. You 
become the person’s defender, navigator and 
advocate, insisting that the needs you can’t meet must 
be met by others. You maybe a caregiver because you 
have an intimate relationship with the person you are 
looking after. Usually the bond is love, but not always. 
The bond may be one of obligation, religion or simply 
the lack of anyone else to do it. Caregiving 
responsibilities start off slowly, early in the disease, 
but can escalate to 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 
often for years, as the disease progresses. 
 

It is not difficult to realize that caregivers who are 
providing day-to-day care for a person with dementia 
are at a high risk for exhaustion, stress and burnout. 
Research tells us that if you don’t look after yourself 
you are at risk for physical and emotional health 
problems. It is essential that your caregiving is 
balanced with taking care of yourself. You need to take 
breaks from caregiving responsibilities and they need 
to be scheduled into your weekly caregiving plan. 
 

Taking breaks or arranging respite care, can relieve 
stress, restore energy, and promote balance in your 
life.  Many caregivers find that a regular break means 
that they can recharge and avoid burn out. It also gives 
a person with dementia an opportunity to socialise and 
meet other people and for them to get used to other 
people providing support and care. 
 

A break can give you: 
• Time to do things that you need to get done such 

as going to the bank or grocery shopping 
• Time for yourself such as going to the theater, 

reading a book, getting your hair done, going for a 

walk, or attending an Alzheimer Society support 
group. 

• A chance to get away for a holiday for a weekend, 
a week, a day, or a few hours. 

 
What would a break mean to you?  What would help 
you recharge or reduce the stress you may be 
feeling? 
There are many resources and options available to 
you that may help you take a break.  Start with your 
“informal sources”.  These are your family members, 
friends and neighbors – people who care about your 
health and welfare.  Many people want to help but 
don’t know how.  Make a list of all you’d consider to 
be part of your ‘circle of care’.  Once that is done: 
• Make a list of things that need done (eg. cutting 

grass, driving to appointments).  Post it on your 
fridge and have people sign up for a task, or ask 
them what they would/could do when they drop 
by. 

• Schedule people into the week with specific times 
and/or activities (eg. take dog for a walk, visit for 
an hour) 

If your circle of care is small or limited consider 
volunteer companion programs.  You may be able to 
find a volunteer through your local place of worship, 
community centre or Alzheimer Society. 
 
Formal Resources are also available and they 
include: 
 
• Community support programs that provide help 

with laundry, shopping, preparing meals, home 
maintenance and paid companionship. 
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• Personal care or home health aide services to 
provide assistance with personal care such as 
bathing, dressing, toileting and exercising.   

• Adult Day Respite Programs offer a place where 
the person with dementia can be with others in a 
safe environment. Planned activities are 
scheduled throughout the day such as music and 
art programs. Transportation and meals are often 
provided. 

• Skilled care services to help with medication and 
other medical services such as occupational 
therapy. 

• Residential facilities may offer a stay overnight, 
for a few days or a few weeks. Overnight care 
allows caregivers to take an extended break or 
vacation while the person with dementia stays in a 
supervised, safe environment. The cost for these 
services varies.   

 

* Contact your local Alzheimer Society for information 
on how to access these services.  

 

Turning a “no” into a “yes” 
Occasionally difficulties can arise, particularly when 
using formal resources for the first time. Some 
caregivers find that the person with dementia does not 
wish to have someone in their home that they “do not 
know” or the person with dementia may be reluctant 
to leave their home to attend an Adult Day Respite 
Program.  Remember the person may not understand 
why the help or service is needed.  
 
There are many ways to manage these difficulties so 
that you and the person you are caring for can make 
the most of respite care.   
•  Many families and caregivers have found it useful 

to start using both informal and formal resources 
as early as possible so that everyone can get used 
to sharing dementia care. It is often best to start 
with small breaks and build up to longer ones. 

• You will know best how far in advance to tell the 
person with dementia about the break. Provide 
reassurance if they are anxious and make sure 
that they know that you are positive about the 
break, even if you’re feeling a little anxious 
yourself.  

• When the time comes, explain the break in a way 
that may make the best sense to the person.   

     Eg: “Frank enjoys your company; he’s going to 
stop by today”; “time to volunteer at the seniors’ 
centre. I know they appreciate your help.”; “We 
both need a little holiday. It will be good for us.” 
Be positive in your explanation. Stay calm and give 
information in a clear and simple manner. 

• Remember that it is not selfish to want or need a 
rest. 

 

For further tips and strategies, refer to the Fact Sheet: 
“Preparing for in-home help and 
support” www.alzheimer.ca/ottawa 
 

Why caregivers are reluctant to take a break 
Despite the uniqueness of every situation, caregivers 
have the common experience of constantly putting 
someone else’s needs ahead of their own. The needs 
of the person being cared for always seem to come 
first. Many caregivers deny that they need to take a 
break or that they need help from others. The reality is 
that no one can provide care alone for a person with 
dementia. For further information, take a look at the 
video: No Thanks, We’re Fine: Supporting Families 
Living with Dementia 
at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=1SPEWhue4Do 
 

Take a break! You will be a better caregiver when you 
return! 
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This Fact Sheet is provided courtesy of the 
Alzheimer Society of Ottawa and Renfrew County 
 
Resources: 
 

• Respite Fact Sheet: 
www.alzheimers.org.uk  

• Respite as an Outcome: www.ccc-ccan.ca 
• The ABC Approach to Behaviours,  

Linda Teri:  www.bendigohealth.org.au  
 
Further information on this topic 
 

Visit the following websites:  
 

• www.alzheimer.org.au 
• www.alzheimer.ca  

  Alzheimer Society of Simcoe County 
 

www.alzheimer.ca/simcoecounty  |  Email: Simcoecounty@alzheimersociety.ca  |  Barrie: 705-722-1066  |  Orillia: 705-329-0909 
 

Charitable Registration No. 11921 2116 RR0001 

 

http://www.alzheimers.org.uk/
http://www.ccc-ccan.ca/
http://www.bendigohealth.org.au/
http://www.alzheimer.org.au/
http://www.alzheimer.ca/

