
 

 

One of the most difficult times you may experience as 
a spouse or adult child of a person with Alzheimer’s 
disease is that period following the placement of your 
husband, wife or parent in long-term care.  You may 
find that the personal and social readjustments that 
are required may be painful.  How does a spouse 
define their new living arrangement?  It can be 
challenging to define it to them self, or to explain to 
others they are neither widowed nor divorced – but 
remain married, yet are physically living apart. 
 

EMOTIONS:  
The feelings of loss, loneliness and guilt often 
accompany the decision making process and the actual 
experience of long-term care home placement.  How 
people cope with these emotions differ and it will be 
up to you to acknowledge what you are feeling and 
seek ways to help work through them.   
As a well spouse or adult child you may find it very 
difficult to relinquish the day to day responsibility for 
the care of the loved one.   This can be compared to 
the mixed feelings of relief and loss experienced by a 
mother whose children have just left home.  But in this 
situation placement marks the end of a long hard fight 
to maintain your family member at home, or the end 
of years of companionship which are not over but 
cannot be retrieved.  The loneliness and emptiness 
spell an “end which is not an end”, as one’s care giving 
role is not completely over.  For a variety of reasons, 
you may find it difficult to visit in the long-term care 

home, even if the staff try to make visits as pleasant as 
possible. 
Feelings of relief from the burden of care are often 
mixed with guilt, self doubt and ambivalence, even 
though you know you’ve done the best you can.   
How will I handle this separation?  How will I go on 
with life?  Who am I?  Constant reminders of loss must 
be dealt with.  Little things like going to the 
supermarket and “buying for one” can be very hard for 
a spouse.  Socially the question of how to lead one’s 
life may come up again and again.  One might have to 
make decisions about going out with friends, going to 
parties, and in general resuming activities which may 
have been given up for years now.  What you will do 
will depend on individual circumstances.  Even good 
friends may need to be told just how active you want 
to be and how comfortable you will feel in different 
situations. 
Long term care placement is a time when new 
adjustments have to be made and new ways have to 
be developed.  Good friends and other social supports 
may ease the way through a very difficult and possibly 
frightening time.  Although this is a time of crisis, it can 
become a time of growth, when personal capacities 
and inner resources can be used to cope with new 
challenges and new options for living your life. 
 
Phases of Adjustment: 
As a friend or family member of someone now in long-
term care, your adjustment to this new situation often 
parallels the path of the one who is in care.  This can 
occur partly because you may not feel comfortable 
until you are certain that your family member has 
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adjusted and is getting adequate care.  “Adjusting” can 
be looked at as a series of phases.  Remember, it is not 
the same for everyone.  The time frames discussed in 
these phases will differ for everyone; some may adjust 
quickly, while others may take longer. This is true for 
both the person making the decision and the person 
now living in long-term care. 
 

Phase One: Initial Crisis 
This period occurs from when the bed offer is first 
made through that first week.  You may be feeling a 
variety of emotions such as anger and guilt.  You may 
also be experiencing high stress and anxiety as you 
face a new situation with a lot of unknowns – “How is 
my family member going to react?”, “Who do I 
approach for help?”, “When should I go to visit?”  
Most of your attention is focused on your family 
member now in the long term care home, but 
remember that you, too, need support at this time. 
 
Phase Two: Adapting 
During the first month you may begin to feel a little 
more comfortable with the new situation and facility 
as you become familiar with the daily routines and the 
staff providing care.  You may still be feeling a variety 
of emotions, like grief and guilt, and at the same time 
feel like you can now take a “deep breath and exhale”.  
Your emotions may fluctuate – some days may be 
better than others.  You may also be developing 
rapport and trust with those providing care to your 
family member and they, in turn, are gaining 
understanding of your needs as well. 

It can be hard to let go and watch someone else 
provide care to your family member.  Remember that 
even though you are no longer providing day-to-day 
care, you are still just as important to them as you ever 
were!  There may be glitches during this time that 
cause you to question your decision, this is normal.  All 
involved have to get used to new faces and situations 
and everyone, yourself included, needs time to get to 
know each other and to establish a new routine. 
 
Phase Three: Settling In 
During the period of time from the second to sixth 
month is when you may start to gain confidence in the 
decision that was made, you are figuring out more 
details of the facility and learning what everyone’s 
roles and responsibilities are.  Your trust in others will 
grow as you observe their skills and the way they 
interact with your family member.  Your family 
member may be adjusting to their routine as well. 
Emotionally, you may still be experiencing pain from 
your loss and separation from your family member, 
but you may be beginning to ‘let go’.  You are facing a 
number of realities - of living your life without your 
family member at home and without caregiving as 
your central role.  
 
Phase Four: Routine 
Between 6 months and the end of the first year, new 
routines have been established.  Both you and your 
family member have developed a routine for living and 
you for visiting.  You may have also started to take part 
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in outside hobbies and interests that can help you 
cope.  This does not mean to say that all emotions 
regarding the new living arrangements are gone, 
feelings of guilt, anger and sadness may still surface 
from time to time.  It is okay to have these feelings!  
You may want to talk with others about how you are 
feeling or develop an informal support system with 
those who also have relatives in your family member’s 
facility.  They know what you are going through! 
 
Acceptance 
Some people never fully come to terms with placing 
their family member in a long-term care home; it is a 
decision not made lightly and comes tied with many 
emotions – relief and sorrow, guilt and anger, sadness 
and loss.  It is a relief to be able to get a good night’s 
sleep or enjoy an activity uninterrupted.  At the same 
time, you may be feeling guilty for promises that may 
have been made, or feeling like no-one else can take 
care of your family member the way you have.  The 
care they receive in a long term care home will not be 
the same as you provided.  But that does not mean 
they will not receive good care!  At a certain point, 
your family member’s needs may be better met by the 
long term care home.  Coming to terms and feeling at 
peace with the decisions made isn’t something that 
happens overnight.  Recognize and give yourself 
permission to feel this way.  It is nothing to be 
ashamed about!  Acknowledge that it may be a 
process of letting go of expectations and accepting the 
emotional fluctuations.  Talk with others, a friend, 

family member or social worker.  Engage yourself in 
positive talk and remind yourself that decisions were 
made in the best interests of your family member. 
 
Give Yourself Time  
Tips to help you adjust 
• Remain positive. Humor is a helpful coping 

mechanism.  
• Give structure to your day. 
• Have compassion for yourself.  Acknowledge your 

feelings. 
• Explore ways to re-invest your time and energy. 

Let your energy levels rise again and rest when 
you need to rest 

• Reconnect with friends. 
• Restart old interests and/or try new ones. 
• Talk to somebody who has made the transition if 

you have trouble adjusting. 
• Get to know the Home and its staff. Establish a 

primary contact at the Home; learn about the day 
to day routines, the different areas of the Home, 
the programs and services available. 

• Maintain realistic expectations of the Home and 
staff. 

• Volunteer at the Home: meal times, resident 
activities, etc. 

• Help staff with small tasks. 
• Attend meetings, care conferences, etc. 
• Become a member of the family council or a 

support group. 
• Read information package provided by the Home 

as an ongoing resource;    
• Share with other family members. How did they 

cope? 
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Resources: 
1.  The 36-Hour Day.  Nancy L. Mace & Peter V. Rabins.  The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981, 1991, 1999. 
2. Westchest Alzheimer Association, New York Chapter. 

 
When you are ready, there are the following other information 
sheets in the Placement Series: 
 

• Making the Decision 
• Day of Placement 
• Visiting 
• Communicating with Staff 
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