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DEMENTIA FOCUS

Dementia affects around 750,000 people
in the UK, with most sufferers aged 65
and over with symptoms including loss of

memory, mood changes and communication
problems. Around two thirds of our residents
have some form of dementia and can find it
very difficult to communicate their needs to us.

When a client with dementia comes to live in
one of our care homes we often have to rely on
relatives and advocates to provide our staff
with relevant information on the client’s habits,
tastes and interests. It is widely accepted
however that the habits and tastes of people
with dementia can change following the onset
of the condition. It is clear that while we may
think it is in our residents’ best interests to
keep their routines the same as before, often
this assumes that their tastes won’t change
and can deny them their right of choice.

My own father developed dementia during
his early eighties and, as his daughter, I
believed that I would know exactly what he
needed. On an outing one day my father asked
for sugar in his coffee, something that he had
never done before as he usually drank it
without. I questioned this change in taste, but
he told me that although he used to do that,
today he wanted sugar. I realised that if my
father had not reasoned with me, I would have
inadvertently denied him his right of choice.

With the importance of this right of choice in
mind I asked myself whether my residents’
care files actually reflected what they wanted,
or simply what their relatives had assumed
they wanted. When I then looked at the
communication aids available on the market, it
soon became apparent to me that they were
lacking, either in ease of use or because they
belittled users’ intellect. I then used the
feedback on these aids from residents and
carers to help develop an effective tool that
could be used easily by everyone. 

Choices
Choices, refined while I was working with those
with dementia in Craigielea, is a tool designed
to support decision making for the client in
what they want to do, eat and wear.

 
The method is simple; in  a  qui  e   t  r oom    with  the 
client, simple questions are asked and answered,
using picture cards as a prompt. Once the
client has made their choice, the picture card is

then put onto the appropriate side of the mat
(like and dislike) and the choices are recorded
photographically. These sessions are repeated
regularly and assist the care staff in writing a
care file that actually reflects residents’
evolving choices. We have also found that it can
be beneficial to residents and staff for relatives
to take part in the sessions.  

Choices builds on this method and respects
the individual by using photographs of everyday
objects, rather than child like drawings, and
encourages them to make an active choice in
how they live. Since developing Choices, I have
also used it with residents who have had strokes
and it has helped them feel empowered to make
their own choice. It also allows us as care givers
the means to personalise everything about our
residents’ day.

Colin Sheeran, dementia care consultant for
Southern Cross Healthcare, has been working
with our carers and residents for many years.
Choices, he believes, is a real step forward in
dementia care for Southern Cross.

“The Choices Tool can help communication
between staff and residents,” says Colin.

“It is a way of involving residents in care
planning and day-to-day decision making.
Choice is a core theme that runs throughout
our dementia care training programme and the
Choices tool is a valuable aid that enables
people to remain involved in their own care for
as long as possible.”

The Choices tool has now been fully tested
and Southern Cross has purchased a pack for

every home in its portfolio. Feedback from
users has been wonderfully encouraging so far,
with many carers saying that it has helped
their residents articulate their tastes and
moods better, increasing their happiness within
their home. 

‘Feedback from users

has been wonderfully

encouraging so far.’

Janette Malham, New Horizons Director at
Southern Cross Healthcare said: “Choices is a
completely invaluable tool in our homes.
Enhancing dementia care services is a priority
for Southern Cross and it is fantastic that our
residents can now use the Choices tool to
express themselves better.

“It is a tribute to the dedication of our staff
that Sheila Inshaw and her team developed
this in one of our homes. I’ve seen first-hand
how effective Choices can be and believe it can
make a real difference to the lives of our
residents, their relatives and carers. Choices
also supports the work we do for Dignity in
Care, and is championed throughout our
homes by our dedicated Dignity Champions.”

The Choices tool is available from Clairmont plc -
www.clairmontplc.com
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