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Introduction
Good health is essential for the social and economic wellbeing of New Zealanders. 
As the population of older people grows, so too will the population of people with 
dementia. An ageing population means that maximising the health, independence 
and wellbeing of people with dementia is a key part of ensuring the good health of 
New Zealanders.

There are an estimated 50,000 people with dementia in New Zealand and this number is projected to rise to an 
estimated 78,000 people by 2026. Dementia currently costs our health system around $1 billion each year; this cost 
will rise as the number of older people with dementia increases.

Actions we need to take in the next three years
There is currently no cure for dementia so we need to focus on improving the quality of life for people with 
dementia and their carers, families and whānau.  

As a country, we need to make sure that the dementia services and support people receive are appropriate, person-
centred and of high quality. The right support needs to be available at the right time, especially when a person’s 
needs change. Proactive and coordinated services and support for people with dementia and their carers, family 
and whānau will improve their quality of life. 

Good progress is being made in improving the lives of people with dementia and their carers, family and whānau. 
But we need to maintain the momentum if we are to meet our goal of ensuring that people with dementia can be as 
healthy and independent as possible. We need to take action to address the issues people with dementia are facing 
so they can be active and respected members of our communities.

Over the next three years, the Ministry of Health (the Ministry) will support action in nine key areas to improve the 
quality of life for people with dementia. These action areas are to:

•	 implement a nationally consistent approach to dementia care

•	 increase dementia awareness

•	 reduce the risk of dementia

•	 increase access to a timely diagnosis of dementia

•	 provide navigation of services and increase the quality of information and education

•	 increase the ability of people with dementia to remain living at home

•	 increase the quality of information and education for the workforce

•	 develop dementia-friendly health and social support services

•	 provide respectful and supportive end-of-life care.

The Ministry’s nine action areas are described in further detail in the table on the next page.



Action area Priority group Why this is important

A nationally consistent 
approach to dementia 
care

Ministry of Health, 
DHBs, NGOs

•	 Placing the person with dementia, and their needs and wishes, at the centre 
of care and supporting them to make decisions will maximise their wellbeing 
and independence.
•	 Evidence identifies that proactive, coordinated services for people with 

dementia and their family will maximise their wellbeing and independence 
and reduce the risk of a crisis.

Increase dementia 
awareness

All New Zealanders •	 Evidence shows that increasing awareness of dementia will lower the stigma 
associated with it.
•	 Increasing awareness of dementia can help people diagnosed with dementia 

and their families come to terms with their diagnosis and seek the support 
they need.

Reduce the risk of 
dementia

All New Zealanders •	 There is growing evidence that healthy lifestyles can reduce the risk of some 
types of dementia occurring and can, for some people, slow its progression.

Increase access to 
timely diagnosis of 
dementia

People with 
concerns about  
their cognition

•	 Providing a timely diagnosis can give the person with dementia the ability 
to discuss their plans for their future while they are still able to, including 
appointing an enduring power of attorney and developing an advance care 
plan.
•	 Evidence shows that accessing support and care at an earlier stage can 

reduce stress on the person and their family and whānau.

Provide navigation of 
services and increase 
the quality of dementia 
information and 
education

People with 
dementia and their 
family and whānau

•	 Evidence shows that providing people with dementia and their families 
with a navigator to support them accessing the health and social supports 
available to them reduces stress and improves outcomes.
•	 People with dementia and their family and whānau want to have a good 

understanding of the support, information, education and choices available 
to them and would like to be able to gain this from a single point of contact.

Increase the ability of 
people with dementia 
to remain living at 
home

People with 
dementia and their 
family and whānau

•	 Services must be connected, coordinated and person-centred so that people 
with dementia and their families receive the right services at the right time 
and in the right place. 
•	 Increasing the ability for people with dementia to socialise and be involved 

in their community will reduce loneliness and isolation while providing the 
people supporting them an opportunity for a break.

Increase the quality 
of information and 
education for the 
workforce

Health and social 
support services

•	 Improving the dementia knowledge and skills for a wide range of health and 
social support professionals is likely to lead to better outcomes for people 
with dementia. It could also encourage clinically led innovation in support 
for people with dementia and their families.

Develop dementia-
friendly health and 
social support services

Ministry of Health, 
DHBs, aged 
residential care, 
families

•	 Evidence shows that dementia-friendly environments can reduce stress 
and confusion for people with dementia. Simple changes in emergency 
departments, hospital wards, residential care settings and the person’s own 
home can make a big difference for a person with dementia.

Provide respectful and 
supportive end-of-life 
care

Ministry of Health, 
DHBs, palliative 
care services

•	 End-of-life care that takes the person’s wishes and preferences into account 
and includes their family and whānau as active participants in the planning 
and provision of their care improves outcomes and reduces stress for 
everyone.
•	 There is a need for end-of-life care with a palliative approach for people 

with dementia to be developed to support consistent best practice in New 
Zealand.

Note: DHBs = district health boards; NGOs = non-governmental organisations



The challenge
Dementia is a degenerative condition that affects a person’s memory and their ability to do everyday tasks. It is 
caused by a range of diseases, of which Alzheimer’s disease is the best known. While most people with dementia 
are older, the condition can also affect younger people, people with Down syndrome, and those with alcohol and/
or drug addictions. But the impact of dementia is not limited to those with it. It also has an impact on the life of the 
carer as well as family, whānau, friends and communities.

There are large health and social costs for the person with dementia, including lost quality of life, a shortened 
lifespan, and the impact their condition has on their family and friends. In the Ministry of Health’s (2013a) report, 
Health Loss in New Zealand, dementia was one of the top four leading causes of health loss for people aged over 75 
years.

Historically, people with advanced dementia have been cared for in rest homes. We understand that more and 
more people want to stay in their own homes alongside their families and community. Supporting people with 
dementia to remain at home safely and appropriately, with services coming to them and being readily available in 
the community, is crucial to ensuring their health, independence and happiness.

Our challenge is to take action to make sure we have the best dementia health and social support services available 
to improve people’s lives. We need these services not only to provide the best support today, but also to continue to 
do so in the future as demand increases.

What are we doing now?
A key part of meeting the challenge outlined above is making sure New Zealand has a working and integrated 
system for people with dementia. To achieve this goal, in November 2013 the Ministry set an overarching direction 
for dementia care and support in the New Zealand Framework for Dementia Care (the Framework) (Ministry 
of Health 2013b). The Framework was developed in collaboration with people with dementia, their families, 
district health boards and non-governmental organisations. The Ministry will use the Framework along with the 
investments we have made and the collective interest that has been built to drive further change and improvement 
in dementia care.

The Framework centres around using dementia care pathways to provide seamless, proactive and planned care 
and support services throughout a person’s journey with dementia. District health boards are now progressively 
developing dementia care pathways to ensure that people with dementia are receiving best-practice care and 
support.  

In addition to dementia care pathways, the Ministry has made significant investments to improve dementia 
services. Investments have included funding to encourage growth in dementia residential care to meet future need, 
a public dementia awareness campaign, increasing primary care awareness and responsiveness to dementia, and 
increasing the number of support workers doing dementia training.

The Ministry has also invested in growing the skills, knowledge and ability of the aged-care workforce which 
will improve support for people with dementia. These investments include a Voluntary Bonding Scheme that 
encourages doctors and nurses to work in hard-to-staff areas and vocational fields, including aged care, and an 
Aged Residential Care Nurse Entry to Practice programme that aims to attract and retain graduate nurses in the 
aged-care sector.

The Ministry also acknowledges the important role that family members and unpaid carers have in supporting 
those with dementia. The recent New Zealand Carers’ Strategy Action Plan for 2014 to 2018 (Ministry of Social 
Development 2014) recognises the immense contribution of whānau, aiga and carers and addresses the issues that 
impact them.  



The table on the next page provides further detail on the current actions targeted at dementia care. Together, all of 
these initiatives create a comprehensive care system for New Zealanders with dementia. But we need to build on 
this system to make it the best it can be, both now and in the future. By combining these initiatives with the nine 
action areas for the next three years, we can develop a care system that maximises the health, independence and 
wellbeing of people with dementia, as well as of their carers, families, whānau and communities.
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Dementia care and support: Range of existing actions

Note: DHB = district health board

  Ministry of Health

Dementia care pathways
New Zealand Framework for Dementia Care 
published November 2013 – provides leadership for 
DHBs and wider sector
$10 million over four years committed in Budget 
2012 for development and implementation of DHB 
dementia care pathways

Dementia awareness   
$1.25 million over three years committed in  
Budget 2013

Earlier diagnosis 
Assistance for primary health care professionals 
to improve awareness of and responsiveness to 
dementia: $750,000 committed in Budget 2013

Reducing risk of dementia  
Championing more heart and diabetes checks – 
health target. 
Additional $15.9 million over four years committed in 
Budget 2013.
Green Prescription programme: additional  
$7.2 million over four years committed in  
Budget 2013

Dementia training  
$1.2 million committed in Budget 2013 to increase 
dementia training for support workers

Residential care dementia level  
Additional funding to meet future demand of services
Budget 2011: $10 million per annum
Budget 2012: $7.5 million per annum
Budget 2013: $3 million per annum

Dementia respite care  
Additional $4 million over four years committed in 
Budget 2011

Voluntary Bonding Scheme  
Encourages nurses and doctors to work in hard-
to-staff areas and vocational fields, which includes 
nurses in aged care

Funded placement of new graduate nurses into 
aged residential care settings  
$320,000 in 2014 for placements of 16 graduate nurses

 District Health Boards

Development and implementation of dementia care pathways  
Following the New Zealand Framework for Dementia Care

Dementia behavioural support and advisory service  
A regional consultation, liaison, advice, information and education 
service for the health sector

Dementia training and education for health and social support 
professionals  
eg, Walking in Another’s Shoes

Specialist health of older people services  
Geriatricians and gerontology nurse specialists supporting and 
educating primary health care and aged residential care health 
professionals

Support at home  
Home and community support services, respite care services, 
education and information services, community activity 
programmes

Aged residential care  
People with dementia are supported at the appropriate level of 
care: rest home care, specialist dementia care, psychogeriatric care, 
hospital care

Other agencies

Alzheimers New Zealand
National Dementia Awareness Campaign
National and local dementia information and education resources  
for people with dementia and their family and whānau

Elder abuse and neglect
Health promotion and education of elder abuse and neglect
Accredited visitor service in the community

Carers New Zealand  
Advocacy and information for carers 

Hospice New Zealand   
Palliative care training programmes for families

National Dementia Cooperative   
Advance knowledge of approaches to dementia care in New Zealand

Local hospices  
Palliative care and support in community and aged residential care

Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment  
10 National Science Challenges – includes ‘Ageing Well’
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