Fran Wilby, LCSW, PhD
Executive Director, W.D. Goodwill Initiatives on Aging
College of Social Work-University of Utah

}
}
}

Understanding behavior
and it’s origins
Identifying responses to
dementia diagnosis
Develop strategies for
working with families to
optimize family
involvement
◦ Develop professional
distance
◦ Motivational Interviewing
◦ Focusing on family
strengths

Construction

Toolkit

}
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Many families have
considerable conflicts
over caring for aging
parents or other family
members.
These conflicts are
often the result of
long-standing family
dynamics.
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All children are born into
different contexts
◦
◦
◦
◦

}

Birth order
Economic circumstances
Divorce
Physical and mental health
of parents and siblings

These contexts affect the
child’s “place” in the
family for the rest of
their lives

◦ Set patterns of behavior are bound to continue
◦ Relationships developed over a life-time are not
likely to change
◦ The behavior may seem unreasonable or illogical to
someone “looking in”.
◦ Understand that every behavior has meaning even if
we don’t understand the behavior.
◦ Families do not always “come together” to care for
an ill member.
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Common reactions to a
dementia diagnosis:
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

Resentment
Fear
Disbelief/denial
Anger
Sadness
Numbness
Grief and loss

}

Common responses associated with these
reactions

◦ “Dad is just a little forgetful”
◦ “What makes you the expert”
◦ “You don’t even live here—you can’t come in here
and tell me what to do”
◦ “I’m the one making decisions here and I’ll control
what happens”
◦ “I don’t have time to help—I have the kids and my
job”
◦ “I’m the one helping so I know better”
◦ “Dad’s just being manipulative”.
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Recognize that you
cannot change family
patterns

◦ Family communications
can be like a “can of
worms”
◦ When care giving
situations arise—families
are often working off of
“old patterns”
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Stay Neutral

}

What is professional
distance?

◦ Allows for more
objectivity
◦ Helps professional
identify course of action
◦ Keeps helper out of
assuming family roles
◦ Allows the helper to be
more “helpful”

Professional distance allows for
close relationships that are not
“friends”

Helping hands allow room for
individuals to be themselves and
develop their own solutions
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Learn communication styles that lessen
resistance rather than strengthen it.
◦ Motivational Interviewing
 Four guiding principles





Resist the “righting reflex”=take off the fix-it hat
Listen with empathy
Empower the person
Understand and explore the person’s OWN motivation

◦ Do No Harm

 Pushing against resistance tends to focus on and increase
it!
 Your reactions can create more resistance!
 “What you resist---persists!”
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M.I. responses

“Dad’s just being
manipulative”.
◦ It seems to you that your Dad
is not really sick but taking
advantage of the family.
} “I’m the one making
decisions here and I’ll
control what happens”
◦ It sounds like you are worried
that things will get out of
hand if you are not making
the decisions.
}

Motivational Interviewing

}

Fix-It responses

◦ “Dad’s just being
manipulative”.
 No, your Dad is not being
manipulative—he has been
diagnosed with dementia.
◦ “I’m the one making
decisions here and I’ll
control what happens”
 You need to let others
help and know what is
going on with Dad.

Fit-it responses
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Family meetings are good if the family agrees
◦
◦
◦
◦

}

Develop an action plan
Plan for the future
Give all members a voice
Can be done on a conference call

If a family meeting is not possible go to Plan B

◦ Talk to as many family members individually as possible
and practical
◦ Find out what family members CAN contribute—it may
not be ideal but every little bit helps
◦ Let family members know you are a resource or find
someone to be an ongoing connection
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Take the following statements (or use some from
your own experience) and respond using a
motivational interviewing approach:

◦ “Dad is just a little forgetful”
◦ “What makes you the expert”
◦ “You don’t even live here—you can’t come in here and
tell me what to do”
◦ “I’m the one making decisions here and I’ll control what
happens”
◦ “I don’t have time to help—I have the kids and my job”
◦ “I’m the one helping so I know better”
◦ “Dad’s just being manipulative”.

