Getting into

a Daily Routine

amiliarity is comforting, and
F for people with Alzheimer’s, the
predictability of a daily routine
can give them a sense of control over
their day. Without a routine, it’s easy
to feel lost or confused.

As it progresses, dementia
increasingly restricts how a person
can structure his or her day, explains
Monica Heltemes, occupational
therapist and owner of MindStart, in
Minneapolis, MN. “They can wake
up disoriented right off the bat, not
knowing what time of day it is or
where they are,” she says. @

‘While in the earlier stages of -
dementia, a person may remember to
brush their teeth in the morning but
the loss of other rituals and routines,
from going to work to playing golf
with the guys, can cause confusion.
Heltemes says it’s up to a caregiver
to help set a routine so that each day
looks the same. Doing so removes the
fear or anxiety of not knowing what to
do next.

Caregiving for someone with Alzheimer’s is a big job,
and following a routine can make the day go by more
smoothly. “Having a routine can make the day more
manageable for both the caregiver and the person with
dementia so theyre not wondering what theyre going
to do with this long day,” Heltemes says.

Seizing the Day

Starting with sleeping, waking and eating, a
consistent schedule is especially helpful for keeping the
Alzheimer’s patient at ease through the day, sometimes
with some gentle nudging from the caregiver.

“It’s important not to let them sleep all day because
theyre going to be up all night,” says Elizabeth
Landsverk, M.D,, a geriatrician for ElderConsult
Geriatric Medicine in Burlingame, CA. Dr. Landsverk
advises finding a way to combine all the sleep hours
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into a single bloc of time. “If they didn’t sleep the night
before, then maybe let them sleep until 10 am, but
then they need to get up and be active,” she says. From
there, she advises keeping them up in the afternoon
and maybe even a little later at night in order to re-
establish the routine.

Regular mealtimes can provide markers throughout
the day and prepare the caregiver for how to handle
the rest of the daily routine. Oftentimes, it’s easier to
stick with what the patient is used to, such as eating the
same foods at the same time.

Not everything has to be structured, though, says
Heltemes. “Give the person as much autonomy as
you can at first and supporting that will help reduce
anxiety and boredom.”

“If they get in the habit of eating similar things and
exercising regularly, it'’s going to help with their bowel
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function and give the caregiver a better idea of what's
going on,” says Dr. Landsverk. She notes that some
people with Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia

someone is used to getting up at 10 am and having
black coffee and their newspaper, you better not wake
them at 8 am and give them coffee with cream and

are able to tell you
when to take them
to the bathroom,
while others who
aren't as aware of
their body can’t tell
you and might have
accidents. A regular
bathroom routine—
taking the person to
the bathroom every
couple of hours—can
help steer the person
clear of accidents.
Exercise can easily
be worked into the
daily routine and
after breakfast is
the perfect time for
an outing, leaving
enough time to head
back home to refuel,
rest and recharge.
It’s important to
stay active, says Dr.
Landsverk. “Exercise
is one of the few
things that have
been shown to either
decrease the risk of
dementia or decrease
the progression
of dementia,” she
explains. In an
assisted living
community for
people with dementia
Landsverk visited, the

center played big band music to encourage the residents
to move about. “People were getting up and dancing;
things that you can do that are physical and social

double the benefit.”

Make it Person-Centered

While a routine can minimize confusion and
anxiety in someone with Alzheimer’s, keeping it
patient-centered is imperative. That means scheduling
activities when the patient is at his/her best. “If
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“Having a routine can make the day more
manageable for both the caregiver and
the person with dementia so they’re not
wondering what they’re going to do with
this long day. ”

—Monica Heltemes

best for them.”

sugar and turn the
TV on,” says Dr.
Landsverk.

For social activities
or outings, such as
church, a visit with
a friend or a doctor’s
appointment, it’s good
to keep the timing
consistent. Heltemes
advises figuring out
the time when the
person youTe caring
for is at his or her
best, and always
doing it then.

The caregiver
should also note how
the patient responds
to a routine or
activity, and modify
as needed. A daily
journal can be helpful
in this regard. “If
the caregiver wants
to take them out
shopping all day
and isn’t aware if
they're tired, in pain
or have had enough
stimulation, they're
going to have more
agitation and battles,”
Dr. Landsverk says.
Instead, she advises,
go for an hour or two,
or instead of the mall
go to the grocery

store. “It goes back to person-centered care,” she says.
“You have to know what they enjoy and what works

To know whether a routine is working, you can
expect to see less agitation and even moments of
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joy. “There rarely is a perfect day for a person with
dementia and their caregiver, but if they have some
smiles, moments of enjoying each other and getting
past the bumps in the day, it’s a good day and the
routine is working OK,” says Heltemes. ®

23



