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LACK OF MEMBERS IN THE SUPPORT GROUP

The size of a group is by no means its most important feature. Groups with very few
members (even 4 or 5) can be dynamic, thriving and extremely satisfying as long as they
are meeting the needs of members for support and information. If a group is quite small but
still seems to be achieving its purpose and offering the support that members seek, there is
probably no need to worry.

It is to be expected that the membership of a support group will fluctuate. The informal
nature of the information and mutual aid format of the support group makes it easy for
people to come and go as it suits their needs. Turnover is not a bad thing. In fact, turnover
is a good way of getting new ideas and often new members provide different information
and experiences.

However, it may be time to become concerned if:

® The group has lost a number of members quite suddenly.

® The group itself finds that meetings are not as productive with fewer members.
®= The group members seem to be drifting away.

®= There is a trend of newcomers not returning.

Group members tend to leave for a variety of reasons: members’ individual situations
change, some leave because they no longer need the support offered by the group, or they
are receiving enough support from other sources.

Others may leave because:

= The group is not meeting their needs. For example there might not be enough
opportunity for members to speak or the group is not dealing with issues that are
important to them.

® They are uncomfortable due to conflicts within the support group.
= They have problems with the meeting times or location of the group.

= Coping with dementia has become too exhausting to allow time and energy to attend.
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What can be done?

If the group has always been quite small and members are uncomfortable with this, talk to
your Support and Education Coordinator about the possibility of trying another promotion
effort.

If declining membership is a more recent concern, you can consult with your Support and
Education Coordinator to figure out what might be causing people to leave. One of the best
ways to do this is certainly the most straightforward - ask! Discuss the problem with the
remaining members and consider giving them a Support Group Survey so they can give
anonymous feedback. The facilitators can review the comments and discuss them with the
group at the next meeting.

Some issues to consider are:

= Were there any changes in the group just prior to the declining numbers such as a
change of facilitator?

= Have there been any ongoing and unresolved conflicts within the group?
® Have the meetings become stale or repetitive?
= Has the group maintained a good balance between support and information?

= Is the facilitation style working for the group?

Consult with your Support and Education Coordinator about contacting people who have
stopped coming to meetings and try to gently find out why the member left (was it because
of any particular problem with the group). If people have stopped attending meetings
because of too many demands on their time or difficulty getting to the meeting, find out if
there is anything the group can do to help them. Remember not to push too hard - the last
thing absentee members need is more pressure in their lives.

If people have stopped attending meetings because their needs were not being met and/or
they were dissatisfied with the group, try to find out why. Ask if they have suggestions for
improving the group and encourage their feedback as being beneficial to all the members.
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If the members' suggestions are for needs that cannot be met by the support group, be
sure to inform your Support and Education Coordinator. There may be another way for the
Alzheimer Society of B.C. to support the person or the family.

Once the group has identified what might be causing a lack of members, this can be
discussed and an attempt made to resolve it. The decline in membership affects everybody
in the group; it is not just the facilitator's problem, so an effective resolution benefits the
whole group. For assistance with this process, contact your Support and Education
Coordinator to brainstorm strategies together.
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