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Alzheimer’s disease is a neurodegenerative and progressive
dementia leading to cognitive decline and loss of autonomy. In
addition to cognitive impairment, most of the patients also develop
behavioral disorders, leading to more complex care. Caregivers face
those difficulties on the daily basis and usually suffer from a lack of
information and advice about Alzheimer’s disease and its evolution.
As the patient remains the center of our concerns, we too often forget
the impact of this illness on the family and especially on the formal or
informal carers.

Psycho-education for caregivers is a teaching programme which
aim is to enable families to optimize reactions and interactions with
the patient. It also has additional benefits such as increasing social
contact, improving wellness and reducing the emotional pressure and
perceived burden of caregivers. There are three stages to the psycho-
educational approach: theoretical information, practical training in
realistic situations and optimizing the carer’s response to the patient
(Table 1) [1,2]. The first stage consists in providing clear written and
scientific information about the different aspects of Alzheimer’s disease
(nutrition, autonomy, social support,...). The second stage is a practical
training including role plays about several situations the caregivers can
encounter in the daily living, putting the carers in the patient’s place
to improve the feelings and reactions of the caregivers. The last stage
consists in advising and correcting inadequate or undesirable reactions
and interactions with the patient. The caregiver can indeed limit
some behavioural disorders of the patient by adopting him- or herself
appropriate responses towards his or her relative.

Over the last years, providing support to the caregivers or relatives
of Alzheimer’s patients has been valued in several studies [3]. Despite
a variable methodology (group sessions, written advice, telephonic
contacts...), those studies revealed benefits of the psycho-educational
approach. Eloniemi et al. [4] in 2001 and Mittelman et al. in 2006
[5], both showed delay of nursing home placement. In 2015, a meta-
analysis by Jensen et al. [6] revealed a moderate reduction on caregiver
burden and on depression for the principal carer. However, the effect
of psychoeducation on quality of life and transitions to long stay care
remains unclear.

More recently, in 2015, Llanque et al. [7] described an evaluation
of a community-based psychoeducational intervention (six weekly
sessions), called The Family Series Workshop, for caregivers of
community-dwelling patients with Alzheimer’s disease or other
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Table 1: Psycho-educational-like program.

dementias. Caregiver stress, coping, and caregiving competence were
assessed along with demographic characteristics of participants. The
authors found a significant improvement in caregiving competence
and a marginally significant increase in coping with humor. They
also found that coping with humor, along with stress, were significant
predictors of caregiving competence. Finally, the study indicated that
it is possible to increase caregiving competence utilizing a “grassroots”
approach and that it is feasible to hold educational group discussions
on a plethora of challenging caregiving topics.

Psycho-education starts to emerge in European countries.
Unfortunately, according to Rummel-Kluge et al. in a study made
in Germany, Austria and Switzerland [8], it is only available in a few
centers with a low participation rate. In France, the Alzheimer-plan
2008-2012 [9] includes several measures dedicated to caregivers,
like a free teaching programme about helping relations, nonverbal
communication and stress control. Recently, a national plan for
neurodegenerative diseases 2014-2019 [10] has been created to follow
this initiative. Switzerland also has a national strategy about dementia
2014-2017 [11], which includes caregivers support.

In conclusion, psycho-education is a highly valuable tools which
can be beneficial to anyone caring for Alzheimer patients and which
should be part of the non-pharmaceutical approach in dementia. It can
be started at the early stage of the disease with dynamic caregivers, eager
for information and advice. Its efficacy is observed at different levels:
reduction in the rate of nursing home placement, reduction in psycho-
behavioural disorders, reduction in the use of contention, reduction of
the burden for caregivers and increase of well-being of carers. Further
investigations should be made to establish the most effective program
and estimate the cost-benefits ratio.
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