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How Families Can Navigate the Conversation

R E M A I N SR E M A I N S

A Transition into Memory Care



The Art of Conversation

Conversation, one to one, is an art form not easily mastered. 

Genuine conversation involves exploration, articulation, 

strategizing…and inherent risk. What we communicate and 

how—the tone, the pauses, the choice of a phrase, the dozens of 

nonverbal signals we send with eyes and body language—all of 

these make the going potentially treacherous.

The challenge is far greater when the conversation involves an 

older adult who is manifesting the signs of dementia.

But miraculously when two people (especially those who have shared life closely) can connect and 

come away with a deeper understanding—well, there’s nothing more gratifying.

Heroes of our Society
Because we’re all about building Home and Family at 

MorningStar, any time we can nurture the bonds between parent 

and child, be a catalyst for healing solutions, or support the life 

seniors want to continue to lead, it’s a very good day for us.

So we offer this Conversation Guide on how best to speak with 

an elder when the unexpected journey of dementia forces its way 

into family life. Allow us to cast a new light.
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Dementia: Uncharted Territory
Aging happens. Every day. To every one. Yet when we 

cross a new threshold, an entirely different stage of life, 

we arrive somewhat startled and inexperienced in how 

best to navigate through.

When you add in the foreboding of a dementia 

diagnosis, the way forward becomes harder still. It takes 

insight and tools and a prodigious amount of courage.

And it really helps to have someone hold our hand.

Preserving Personal Control
At birth, our personal control is next to nil. As we mature, we realize heady gains in control, more with 

each passing day.

Advanced age reverses this truth. Accumulating losses now define life. When you quip, “I think Dad is ‘losing 

it,’” you’re right. He’s constantly feeling the loss of strength, health, peers, consultative authority, mobility, 

identity, physical space and financial independence. 

Atop that comes the cruelest cut of all: cognitive loss. Is it any wonder seniors clutch 

to what control is left them?And when personal control is threatened, even slightly, is it 

any wonder their impulse is to cut you off and shut you down. 

Help Them Find Their Footing
With the encroaching presence of dementia, Maintaining Control plays an even larger 

role in the senior mind.

If we are to be senior advocates, we must understand and protect this priority. In so 

doing, we can be agents of restored peace, contentment and security to their lives– 

and our own. You, the adult child, play a critical role. In fact, without your intervention 

and advocacy, a senior is often stuck on the control issue, spending most of his time 

managing it and not moving forward.

2



3

What is Dementia?
The word “dementia” in Latin means “away from the mind.” It’s estimated that 70% of those living in senior 

communities have at least some form of mild cognitive impairment.

Dementia is an umbrella term for a set of symptoms associated with brain disease. While Alzheimer’s is the 

most common, other dementias include Vascular, Lewy Body, Frontotemporal and Parkinson’s.

Aging alone does not cause dementia; lifestyle choices in combination with genetics are the larger 

contributing factors.

The formal diagnosis by a medical professional is assessed along these lines:

• Memory loss that affects daily life

• Challenges with planning and problem-solving

• Difficulty completing familiar tasks

• Confusion with time or place

• Trouble with visual images and spatial 
relationships

• Trouble with words in speaking or writing

• Misplacing things and losing ability to retrace

• Decreased or poor judgment

• Social withdrawal

• Changes in mood or personality

• Compromise of one or more senses

What is Memory Care?
Memory Care is a specialized type of Assisted Living for those with a diagnosis of dementia who would 

benefit from a structured environment with additional safety and security elements (as deemed by a 

medical professional).

Whether offered in a stand-alone community or as a secure neighborhood within a larger senior 

community, memory care is the most tender service extended to older adults. A variety of therapeutic 

approaches are offered in a Memory Care community, as well as purposeful activities to live an engaged 

lifestyle. The physical environment is designed with wayfinding cues, freedom of 

movement and enhanced safety features.

Full-time nurses oversee a care team with a scope of clinical services as 

broad as the state permits under the assisted living license. Third-

party providers may come in to offer auxiliary services like massage, 

hospice and podiatry. 

Memory Care communities typically offer studio, one- and two-

bedroom apartments, private or shared. While some accept 

Medicaid, most are private pay. Financing can come through long-

term care insurance and Aid & Attendance for military veterans.
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Do Your Own Research
In gathering the facts about dementia and Memory Care first-hand, you’ll be able to confidently introduce the 

topic to your parent in a control-giving, freedom-preserving way.

If you’ve just begun researching, MorningStar can help make you an informed expert in no time. If you’ve 

already read much and shopped much, we’d be honored to share the distinguishing marks of MorningStar 

Memory Care within the philosophy and approach we call Lavender Sky.

On Tour
When touring communities, make notes on these aspects:

• Staff: customer service, passion for serving, supervision, teamwork, mutual respect

• Resident appearance: well groomed, clean hands/nails, no bedhead, stained clothing or strong odors

• Activity calendar: level of engagement

• Atmosphere calm, soothing, cheerful; appealing sounds and smells of home

• Well-kept, clean physical building

• Resident inclusion in broader community outside of the neighborhood

• Use of resident history to deliver person-directed care and engagement

• Safety measures, indoors and outdoors

• Staff schedules (resident to staff ratios)

• Additional support services

• Pricing structure

• Culinary standards

• Family Support/ Education
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Settle In and Savor
Once you’ve researched promising options, 

it’s time to sit down with your parent. 

Remember this is a series of conversations 

not a single conversation. 

We all have mood-inducing props. Out of 

door in the early morning, coffee in hand. 

Late afternoon over a glass of wine. In any 

case, turn off and put away all electronics.

Eye contact is crucial; make it friendly and 

attentive. Your shoulders, down and relaxed. 

Your breathing, slow and deep. Your tone 

should be respectful, loving, gentle.

Be Forthright
Speak honestly about the current situation, and the new options and benefits you’ve researched. Position 

yourself as an advocate. Emphasize that you are working together as a family to find a solution.

Word choice matters when framing possibilities and potential changes. “Facility” is cold and unappealing. 

“Community” or “Neighborhood” are much warmer.

Emphasize the benefits of new friends, warm meals, fresh apartment, housekeeping, ease of access for 

family and friends to visit.  “After working so hard for so many years, you deserve a place where you can 

relax and enjoy.”

Bring in Other Voices
Consider whether another family member might be a convincing advocate. Trusted physicians, clergy 

members, a therapist, long-time friends, former colleagues: all may ease the conversation with their 

objective, respected viewpoints.



Sharing the Reins
Like you, seniors crave control. Seeing it slip away is jarring. So give your elder her own voice….give her agency 

over her own life. Use verbs that demonstrate this sincere effort:

“Dad, we want you to administer, choose, conduct, control, create, decide, direct, elect, guide, handle—.”

“Mom, you are free to lead, manage, order, organize, pick, plan, select, settle, steer, supervise, vote—.”

Ask Control-giving, Open-ended Questions:

• Do you think it’s worth trying to XX?

• Would you like more time to think about XX?

• I’d like to hear your ideas on XX?

• May I help you with any questions about XX?

• Do you want to choose another XX?

• Do you need more time to consider XX?

• Do you want me to XXX or shall I let you handle it?

Listen to your loved ones’ concerns—and do not 

respond until they have finished. The more space 

you leave for deep listening and understanding 

of fears and feelings, the more well-received your 

responses will be.

Don’t feel compelled to fill the silences. Let the senior 

set the pace. End the conversation on an upbeat note, 

paving the way for the next healthy conversation.

Once confident that they can keep exerting some 

control over their own lives, seniors can relax enough 

to enter into reflection and acceptance.
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Ways to Smooth the Move
Tour Together—Familiarity is key to feeling safe. Well 

before the move date, tour the chosen community (or set 

of final candidates) with your elder at least once. Consider 

participating in activities, events or meals to meeting other 

residents with similar interests and interact with team 

members. Each of these visits proactively builds layers 

of familiarity.

Don’t Break Trust—Do not be dishonest about the move, 

calling it a vacation, “until you get better”, offering keys to 

a car for “when you are ready to leave.” Do not bring to the 

community as a surprise “doctor visit” or say “I will pick you 

up later.” Do not misrepresent by promising the spouse is 

moving in too…the pet can come later.

Resident Biography—Offer the staff as much information as 

you can about your loved one. At MorningStar that information 

is conveyed through To Know Me is To Love Me, an extensive questionnaire on the history, interests, likes 

and dislikes, etc.

Bring Favorite Things—Chances are their new apartment is smaller than current home, and clutter is a 

recipe for confusion and trip hazards. Avoid purchasing new furniture and décor that is unfamiliar. But 

having familiar pieces helps anyone settle in more quickly: favorite chair, art, bedding, music. Refer to 

MorningStar’s Favorite Things packing list.

Schedule Move for Best Time Of The Day—Typically, late mornings and early afternoons for a person 

with dementia is the “best time of the day.” Early mornings and evenings may be more difficult. The 

transition from one home to the next will be less stressful when your parent is most likely to be calm, 

allowing more time to settle in.
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Identify Companions—Having friends makes it so much easier to settle into the 

unfamiliar. Ask staff to help identify which existing residents might have common 

interests with your loved one. Ask if the neighborhood has a resident who fills the 

role of greeter or ambassador?

Develop Relationships with Care Managers—Care managers are a tremendous 

resource in helping residents to feel safe, secure and happy. Look for those who have 

a natural affinity for the resident, common interests, shared experiences and social 

background.

Validate Expressions of Concern—Your parent might need to express anger, 

frustration, confusion, fear or other difficult feelings through and immediately 

after the move. Express empathy, validate difficult feelings. Through this support, 

the resistance may begin to dissipate and positive aspects of the move might 

arise spontaneously.

Visit Frequently but Briefly—If your parent wants to follow you out or becomes 

upset at your leaving, make the care team aware so they can assist with comfort 

and redirection.

Get Involved in Community Life—Attend family council meetings, support groups 

and education opportunities offered at the community.
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Every day, families come to us feeling lost, swirling with emotions from a diagnosis of dementia. In such a 

season, MorningStar is called to take up the rewarding work of helping them find a place of peace and purpose.

MorningStar’s philosophy of dementia care is encompassed in what we call Lavender Sky. We want to be 

more than care providers. More even than dementia specialists. We want to offer meaningful and purposeful 

engagement that leaves a own legacy of benevolence and changed lives. Everything about our care is 

personalized, keeping each resident as much in control of his own life and decisions as possible. We use 

holistic, natural therapies whenever possible, the most effective of which are patience, attention—and love. 

Our ambition under a Lavender Sky is this:
Enter—Those with dementia have entered an alternative reality—an entirely different world. Into this 

world, our care team chooses to enter with compassion. We step into their “purple world,” crossing over the 

boundaries that would otherwise separate us. This act of entering in loving support takes courage, insight and 

intentionality.

Embrace—As care professionals, we embrace a deep understanding of brain disease. We embrace whatever 

changes are needed in our own communication style. We embrace disruption for the innovation it reveals. We 

embrace each moment, ransoming it for joy, as we embrace residents physically, knowing the power of human 

touch. We embrace hope—that it remains, even now. You just need to know where to look.

Explore—Exploring means being resourceful as care professionals, finding individualized solutions, and 

resolving to begin anew. We explore a person’s life, history and preferences to offer personalized care. We 

explore ways to involve and engage family members, knowing our service is as much to them as to the 

residing senior.

Whatever the extent of memory loss, 

a person’s essence remains. Perhaps 

hidden. But there. Our privilege at 

MorningStar is to find ways to connect 

with that essence. And draw it out. 



Call today and let’s walk this 
tender journey together.

Please trust that as this road becomes more familiar, 

things will get easier. Remain hopeful.



https://www.morningstarseniorliving.com/

