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If you or a loved one has recently been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, it can seem overwhelming. The first step is to learn 
more about the condition so you can be prepared. Photo courtesy OHSU website: 

Black families offer 
lessons in support

About 70,000 Oregonians have de-
mentia, a type of brain disease that affects 
thinking, decision making, and daily func-
tion. The most common type of dementia is 
Alzheimer’s disease. While there are many 
types of dementias, there are commonali-
ties between them.

For example, most dementias affect peo-
ple age 65 and older. The other common 
factor is that most people with dementia 
will, at some point in their lives, need help 
with their daily activities, such as cooking 
meals, bathing, toileting and medication 
management.

Caring for someone with dementia is a 
complex experience. Many caregivers find 
this work rewarding and feel as though 
they are giving back to their families. 
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Caregivers also experience stress. And be-
cause many people live with dementia for 
years, the stress is ongoing and can affect 
caregivers’ physical, mental, and financial 
health. For example, we know that caregiv-
ers for people with dementia are more like-
ly to have high blood pressure, depression, 
and anxiety.

Research indicates that caring for a 
family member with dementia can lead to 
feelings of fatigue, depression and worry, 
yet this understanding of the caregiving 
experience is framed mostly by research 
with white families. This trend is changing, 
however, and we are learning that Black 

families offer lessons in how to manage the 
burden that comes with caregiving.

For example, some studies suggest 
that Black family caregivers focus more 
on what is “still here” in their family 
members, rather than grieving what has 
been lost. Further, Black family caregiv-
ers tend to “hang on” to a family member 
with dementia, placing value on longev-
ity, rather than magnifying dementia-re-
lated changes.

In a survey by the National Alliance for 
Caregiving, (NAC) 59% of Black caregiv-
ers reported that caregiving gave them a 
sense of purpose (compared to 46% of the 

white caregivers). Nonetheless, the NAC 
study found that 29% of Black caregivers 
experienced emotional strain.

Taken together, we know that Black 
caregivers tend to fare better emotional-
ly than white caregivers, but there is still 
much we don’t know about the Black 
caregiving experience—more work is 
needed.

For all caregivers, we know that to 
thrive, caregivers need to care for them-
selves as much as they do for their fam-
ily member with dementia. It can help to 
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