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Twelve individuals participated in the first chat of 2008. The topic for the chat was an exploration of the provision of bereavement services to survivors who are cognitively challenged.

The group defined “cognitively challenged” as two primary populations: individuals with dementia and individuals with a developmental disability. The chat initially focused the discussion on the survivor with dementia and then moved into a discussion of providing service to folks with a developmental disability. Highlights of the discussion related to each population follows below.

Serving the Grieving Individual who has Dementia:

„X While individuals with dementia may experience the loss of cognitive functioning, the emotional residue or memory remains and thus these individuals do have the capability of grieving.

„X Individuals in the early and middle stages of dementia begin to speak a ¡§new language¡¨ and the challenge in serving them is in learning the language.

„X Grief in dementia may be evident in changes of behavior such as unusual or increased agitation and thus the important of knowing a person¡¦s baseline in order to provide the appropriate service.

„X Redirection can be an effective means of working with an individual with dementia. Some identified the importance of providing service in a calm environment that has limited distractions, using simple language, and appropriate eye contact. 

„X Knowing the ¡§age¡¨ the person with dementia believes themselves to be is critical in providing appropriate service. 

„X Working with the identified family of a person with dementia can also be an important means of providing support.

„X Programs at differing agencies use a variety of tools in working with the individual with dementia including collage and other forms of art, tactile objects, masks and music.

„X Programs have also found that collaborating with local chapters of the Alzheimer¡¦s Association can prove effective and highly beneficial.

Serving the Grieving Individual who has a Developmental Disability:

„X Agencies are providing service to individuals with developmental disabilities in both the individual and group setting.

„X Some agencies work with the staff that provides service in the home of the person with a developmental disability to educate them regarding the grief process and how they can best support their client. 

„X Because many persons with a developmental disability come from a long history of disenfranchisement and loss, those who provide service to them may find that there are multiple losses that need to be normalized and grieved. 

„X Some programs have worked with the individual prior to the death of their loved one by using pictures of caskets, cemeteries or funeral homes to help prepare them for this experience.

„X Some programs have used the technique of drawing the outline of the grieving person¡¦s body and giving them the opportunity to locate on the body various feelings. Some have also used band-aids to apply to the ¡§body art¡¨ to indicate or identify coping mechanisms. (This technique can also work with people in wheelchairs if a bright light is brought into the room to cast a shadow to make the drawing.) 

„X The use of videos and other materials as tools for working with this population was explored. It was the consensus of the group that whatever material is used needs to fit within the level of functioning of the individual. Material that is too abstract is usually ineffective.

