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Program Description

Guidelines for Group Participation

Program Description
Early Stage Memory Loss Support Groups are for persons in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease (AD) or a related disorder.  Having AD can result in painful or confusing emotions.  An Early Stage Memory Loss Support group offers information, emotional support, and socialization among peers who face similar circumstances, in a tolerant and accepting atmosphere.  It can also encourage communication between persons with AD and their families on both emotional and practical issues.  Frequent group topics include:  Strategies for coping with loss of memory and other changes, challenges to independence (loss of license, etc.), changes in family relationships, community resources, and embarrassment associated with symptoms.  
Early Stage Care Partner Support Groups are for family members and loved ones of persons attending an Early Stage Memory Loss Support Group. There may be questions about safety, family issues, and concern for the future.  For these reasons, where available, a care partner support group meets in a nearby room.  In this group, families and loved ones share their experiences and ideas.  They also receive information about the how AD can change and progress and about services that may be helpful. From time to time these groups may have guest speakers on interesting topics.  Care Partner Support Groups may not be available at all Early Stage Groups.
The information shared by participants in both groups is considered confidential, and group members are encouraged to respect the privacy of the other group members by not discussing group issues outside the group setting. The facilitators for the Early Stage Support Groups and the Care Partner Support Groups also adhere to confidentiality guidelines and will not discuss the content of group discussions outside of the group. If concerns arise, they may encourage a group member to discuss an issue with their family member or care partner, with or without the facilitator present. All facilitators are considered mandated reporters, and are required to report any serious threat to self or others to the proper authorities. 

The Early Stage Groups generally meets for 8-weeks at a time, with a 2-week break prior to start of the next series.  This pattern may change to meet individual group needs.  The group members are able to remain in the group past the 8-week series of meetings as long as they remain interested in the topic of early stage Alzheimer’s disease, continue to be aware of their own disease process, and can participate fully in the group.  If the group member no longer meets these guidelines, the facilitator will discuss alternative activities/arrangements outside of the early stage group, and help with a transition out of the group. Early Stage Groups are not beneficial for individuals who are not aware of or who do not acknowledge their symptoms.

Early Stage Group Participant Guidelines for Admission

The Early Stage Memory Loss Program is designed as a support group for people in the very early stages of Alzheimer's disease or a related dementia and their care partners.  In order to insure that the group is meeting the needs of the people for which it was created, the following guidelines were developed.

It is desirable for the group member to have a care partner or someone who is willing to serve as a contact person for the group facilitator, in the event that the member cannot be reached.

It is desirable to have a family member or companion who is willing to accompany the group member to and from group.  Transportation or supervision to the meeting location is not provided.
The Early Stage Support Group member must:

· Have a physician's diagnosis of probable AD (or related disorder). For the San Mateo County group, a formal diagnosis may not be required.

· Have mild memory loss or other mild symptoms due to AD, which are apparent during an interview prior to joining the group.

· Have been told about their diagnosis and notice memory loss and/or other symptoms.

· Understand the purpose of the support group, express interest, and freely agree to participate.

· Be able and willing to discuss feelings and experiences related to the illness.

· Have good communication skills, e.g., be able to participate in discussion, express him/herself, and understand others despite difficulty with word finding or speech.

· Be comfortable in and enjoy social situations.

· Have no behavior problems that are difficult to manage in the group setting, such as combativeness, agitation, or wandering.

· Have no other medical conditions or serious mental illness, which might put him/her or others in the group at risk.

Not every individual/family can benefit from a group experience.  Each caller interested in joining an early stage support group will have an initial short interview (usually over the phone).  If it appears the person will benefit from and be appropriate for a group, a second interview will be scheduled. The second interview will take place either over the phone or in the office depending on where the person is located. The care partner and person with dementia will be notified at the end of the interview whether the group is a good match.  If it looks like this the group will not work for

the person with dementia, every effort will be made to direct the family to other resources. 
Early Stage Guidelines for Suggesting the Group Member Leave the Group:
Every effort will be made to continue group membership as long as the individual and the group benefit from his/her membership.  The following behaviors are not acceptable if they occur regularly:

· Unwillingness/inability to acknowledge symptoms, or a belief that symptoms are part of normal aging.

· Major difficulty understanding and/or contributing to group discussion.

· Difficulty remaining interested in group discussion for the duration of meetings (generally one and a half hours)

· Exhibit behaviors that disrupt group process, or otherwise negatively impact the experience for other group members

· Frequent absences from scheduled group meetings.
Family members/care partners are strongly encouraged to attend the Care Partner Group while the person with memory loss attends his or her group.  When an Early Stage Group member transitions out of their group, if they have a care partner attending a concurrent Care Partner Group they may be able to continue in the Care Partner Group for a limited time (generally no more than one 8-week session). This policy is at the discretion of the Care Partner Group Facilitator, as these groups are set up to accommodate only the care partners of those currently attending the Early Stage Group. Regular attendance and participation in the Early Stage Group provides the most benefit. Families are encouraged to contact the Early Stage Program Coordinator or facilitator ahead of time if they must miss a meeting.  The facilitator will notify families directly if unacceptable behaviors occur frequently and/or are disruptive to the group process.

Cost:
The Alzheimer’s Association is dedicated to providing support to those affected by Alzheimer’s disease or a related disorder.  In order to assist in covering the cost of this program, a fee is suggested.  You will receive an invoice prior to the start of the 8-week series of groups, along with a group schedule.  If the requested fee presents a financial hardship, we ask that you pay only what you can afford.  
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