
Understanding Dementia
The 3 stages

Zoë Elkins is Head of Care Strategy at The Good Care Group. She has 
worked within the care sector for the last twelve years, specialising 
in dementia care. Here she advises on the various symptoms and 
stages of the illness and gives advice on how to cope now.

STAGE 1 - Early stage
Early stage dementia can be a worrying time, for close 
family as well as the person experiencing dementia. Often 
in this stage, dementia is still undiagnosed and invisible to 
all but those closest to the person.

The person themselves will also almost undoubtedly 
be aware that something is not right, and is likely to be 
employing their own personal coping strategies. Problems 
with memory may indicate that something could be 
amiss, but general forgetfulness is not necessarily a sign 
of dementia. Failing to recall  a conversation that was had 
five minutes previously, or buying the same loaf of bread 
from the local shop several times in a day, however, gives 
a serious indication that the systems by which a person 
stores and retrieves memories, may not be working as well 
as they should be. Other symptoms include confusion, 
repetitiveness, anxiety and depression. Getting a diagnosis 
is absolutely critical; without this you cannot support your 
loved one to plan to the future.

When caring for, or supporting a person in the early stages 
of dementia, there is much that can be done. This is the 
time not only to help the person to remain as independent 
as possible, and to enjoy the present, but importantly this  
is also the time to start making provision for the future.  
The work you put in now into understanding how the 
person is operating in the context of their dementia, will 
determine in part the path that their dementia takes, and 
whether their future years are relaxed and worry free. Too 
often people with advancing dementia are consigned to 
lives of misery and distress in secure care units, due to a 
lack of preparation and forethought in the earlier stages of  
their condition.

Here are a few practical ways to help your parent now:

1)  A pleasant and familiar living environment is critical.  
As dementia progresses, being able to maintain 
established routines will enable people to continue to 
function independently and lead a normal life for as 
long as possible.

2)  Encourage exercise. Get your parent involved in walking 
or other simple activities - this will keep muscles strong, 
help with restlessness and aid sleep.

3)  Avoid contradicting the person with dementia. Due to 
their memory issues, they may become confused, or talk 
about the past as if it was the present. Don’t disagree 
with them or point out that they are wrong; this serves 
no purpose and will damage their self esteem. It’s 
important that you get on their page, and not expect it 
to be the other way round.

4)  Support the person to keep mentally active doing the 
things they always enjoyed. In any activity programme, 
what is now important is the ‘doing’ rather than the end 
result. For example, if a person always enjoyed baking, 
this is something they can still take great pleasure from 
with your support, even if their ability is not what it used 
to be. The trick is to be on hand to solve any problems 
that arise, never point out that something has not been 
done ‘properly’ and position yourself as the slightly 
incompetent one who needs their supervision! The 
sense of familiarity and comfort from being in one’s own 
kitchen, stirring and tasting, is more important than 
whether there is a beautifully made cake at the end.

Arranging care from this point is beneficial as it allows 
them to build a relationship with their carer, to build trust 
and familiarity in having the carer around in their home. 
It also allows a personalized care plan to be developed 
early on which can then be adapted to keep pace with the 
progressive nature of the condition.
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STAGE 2 - Middle Stage
This stage can come at different times depending on 
the individual. As the disease progresses, the changes 
become more noticeable - the person may need more 
support day to day, in activities such as personal 
hygiene, meal preparation, safe running of the house, 
medications and so on. Sadly, for many people living 
with dementia, this can be a very lonely and fearful 
time, filled with confusion and frustration. Sometimes 
when verbal communication fails, this frustration can 
manifest itself behaviourally, which can be hard for 
not only the person with dementia, but also the people 
around them. 

Remember – it’s not the dementia that is making them 
behave differently, they are simply trying to tell us that 
something isn’t right. With a good understanding of 
dementia and a strong skill set, it is possible to resolve 
these issues.

Caring for a person with dementia at this stage is more 
than a full time job, and a single individual should not 
be fooled into thinking they can do this alone. Everyone 
needs support, and identifying a team of carers and 
a long term care solution is critical to not only the 
wellbeing of the person with dementia, but also of their 
nearest and dearest.

STAGE 3 - Late stage
At this stage, a person with dementia will become fully 
dependent on other people for all their care needs and full 
time support is required. Frailty, memory loss, problems 
with communication, coordination, orientation and 
recognition may become more pronounced. Issues with 
mobility, chewing and swallowing, and continence may 
also often occur. With a sound care plan which has kept 
pace with this progression, the final stages of dementia 
can be calm and stress free for both the person living with 
it, and those around them.

If emotional wellbeing has been protected and 
maintained throughout their journey of dementia, the 
primary needs now are physical. However, if emotional 
ill-being has been allowed to fester from early on in the 
condition, this is likely to manifest itself as distressed 
and challenging behaviour. Getting expert support early 
on will determine how the journey of dementia will 
progress for your loved one, and is critical in order to 
ensure wellbeing to the end of life.

•  Feelings are more important than facts: people with 
dementia always know how they are feeling but may 
not know why – maintaining an acceptable emotional 
state for the person, which is free from anxiety and 
distress, is the most important thing you can do at 
this time.

•  The past is more meaningful than the present: People 
with dementia have a strong tendency to make sense 
of the present by using older memories from long ago, 
due to an impaired ability to form new memories in 
the current day. Work with this tendency rather than 
against it – join their journey and their sense of reality.

•  Look for the feelings behind the questions: people with 
dementia often ask repeatedly for their mother, home, 
children or the work they used to do. On a factual level 
these questions can be hard to answer and there is an 
inclination to correct the person with dementia. By 
looking at the feelings that the questions represent we 
can find ways of continuing to connect with the person 
and meeting their emotional needs. For example many 
of us connect the concept of ‘mother’ with the feelings 
of love, security and comfort. Someone who continually 
asks for their mother may be feeling scared, insecure 
and alone. This is something which you can help them 
with, by providing reassurance, comfort, and love.

Tips for supporting people in the middle and later stages of dementia:


