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There are approximately 850,000 people living with dementia in the UK 

and these numbers are set to rise to over 1 million in the next five years 

(Alzheimer’s Society, 2019a).  Dementia is a medical term that is used 

to describe a number of progressive cognitive diseases which includes 

Alzheimer’s Disease, Vascular Dementia, Dementia with Lewy Bodies and 

Frontotemporal Dementia (Mitchell & Agnelli, 2015).

In the United Kingdom, the Prime 
Minister’s Challenge on Dementia 
(Department Of Health, 2015) outlined 
the vision to create a society, by 
2020, where every person living with 
dementia, and their care partners, 
receive high quality, compassionate 
care from diagnosis through to end of 
life care.  The challenge (Department of 
Health, 2015), which echoes Northern 
Ireland’s own dementia strategy 
(DHSSPS, 2011) highlighted the need 
for a “society where kindness, care and 
dignity take precedence over structures or 
systems” (Department Of Health, 2015) 
[pg.6].

The ‘Dementia Friends’ 

Programme at the School of 

Nursing & Midwifery

There are a plethora of initiatives that 
seek to challenge the way that dementia 
is understood by people.  Removing 
stigma is a priority because dementia is 
not well understood.   People living with 
dementia, or their care partners, may 
not ask for help because of the stigma 
attached to the dementia diseases.  
They may also incorrectly perceive the 
symptoms of dementia to be that of 
normal ageing which is also incorrect.

In 2015, colleagues from the School of 
Nursing & Midwifery recognised the 
importance of challenging the public 
perception of dementia.  This led to 
a partnership between the School 
and the Alzheimer’s Society whereby 

undergraduate nursing students would 
be facilitated to participate in a two-
hour ‘dementia friends’ workshop as 
part of their course.

Becoming a ‘dementia friend’ means 
the person learns about what it’s like 
to live with dementia.  The workshop 
empowers participants to turn this 
understanding into action (Alzheimer’s 
Society, 2019b).  People who attend 
the ‘dementia friend’ workshop do not 
have to be from a medical background 
or have any experience of dementia.  
The two-hour workshop considers; what 
it might be like to live with dementia, 
how to effectively communicate with 
people living with dementia, how 
the environment can positively or 
negatively impact the symptoms of 
dementia, how to support people to 
overcome distressing symptoms and the 
importance of using non-stigmatising 
language.  The workshop, co-designed 
by people living with dementia, uses 
the methods of face-to-face teaching, 
facilitation of small group exercises, 

individual reflection and media clips.  
The dementia friend workshop is most 
compatible with tutorial-style teaching 
and is facilitated by Alzheimer Society 
Community Champions, free of charge.  
Each person who completes the 
workshop receives a ‘dementia friend’ 
pin-badge and a certificate.

Impact

This intervention has culminated in 
2,003 students becoming ‘dementia 
friends’ at the School of Nursing 
and Midwifery.  The impact has been 
significant with the vast majority of 
students stating that their perceived 
knowledge in dementia care and their 
perceived confidence in communicating 
with people living with dementia have 
significantly increased post-workshop.  
An evaluation of the programme was 
published in Dementia: International 
Journal of Social Research and Practice 
in 2017 (Mitchell et al. 2017).  The 
collaborative work between the School 
and the Alzheimer’s Society was also 
shortlisted at the 2016 Student Nursing 
Times Awards in the category of 
‘Partnership of the Year’.  The School 
of Nursing and Midwifery was also 
runner-up in the Northern Ireland 
Dementia Friendly Awards in 2017 and 
2018. Finally, the School was a finalist 
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in the 2018 QUB Staff Excellence 
Awards in the category of ‘Community 
Engagement’.

The Journey Ahead

The School of Nursing & Midwifery 
continues to support almost 500 
students to become ‘dementia friends’ 
each year.  The School has also recently 
received funding, from the Alzheimer’s 
Society, to evaluate the longer-term 
impact of the programme on students 
through qualitative research methods. 

Earlier this year the programme was also 
piloted in the School of Medicine.   As a 
result of the positive feedback received 
from students, this workshop will be 
offered to more than 200 fourth-year 
medical students in 2019/2020. 

In addition, a ‘dementia friends’ 
workshop was held at the Graduate 
School in late 2018 for postgraduate 
students from across the wider 
University.  Nineteen postgraduates 
favourably evaluated the workshop and 
plans are in place to offer postgraduates 
the opportunity to attend future 
workshops each semester at the 
Graduate School.

Getting Involved

If you are interested in providing 
‘dementia friends’ awareness training, 
for undergraduate or postgraduate 
students at your School, please feel free 
to contact us for a chat about this.

Our contact details are: Dr Gary 
Mitchell – Gary.Mitchell@qub.ac.uk 
and Susan Carlisle – S.Carlisle@qub.
ac.uk 
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