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My hope when guiding families through the many challenges of dementia is everyone involved

will be able to live as normal of lives as possible; and this includes entertainment and travel.

Traveling with a memory impaired loved one can be difficult. Often families will sit around the

dinner table to strategize the many aspects and logistics involved.

What is the reason for this travel, each person’s priorities, expectations and activities (family

pleasure, out of the area doctor’s appointment, holiday travel, caretaking arrangements, special

events such as weddings or graduations, etc.), the mode of transportation, the accommodations.

These are all important considerations.

Establishing priorities, outlining plans, allowing for concessions and (lots of) flexibility and extra

time should be part of the planning. Planning ahead will be indispensable and for everyone’s

benefit.
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Planning a trip with someone with dementia

Mode of travel and dementia

Air travel

Familiarity and maintaining routines are key. This includes caregivers, daily schedules, types

of meals, ability to rest, noise and stimulation levels. As much as possible, try to reduce the

number of variances from the current routine.

When possible, familiar destinations and accommodations are recommended.

Simplicity in expectations and schedules should be prioritized. Overscheduling and

elaborate outings may cause anxiety and confusion.

As you plan this trip, weigh the benefits and detriments involved with each mode of travel.

While air travel may be faster, it may also be the most anxiety-provoking.

Consider schedules, comfort, and familiarity when deciding on the mode of travel; also,

time of day, itinerary, bigger vs smaller airports, etc.; always in an effort to reduce anxiety.

Try to maintain the daily schedule as much as possible, including rest, bathroom and

medication times.

You know your loved one best. Try to anticipate issues like anxious behavior, confusion or

incontinence. Altering routines can exasperate these further.

Seek help when needed. Talk to the doctor about a low dose sedative to assist with anxiety.

Ensure access to ground transit and emergency services, including pharmacies or medical

equipment rentals, such as wheelchairs.

Air travel can be overwhelming for anyone, and certainly for anyone with special needs.

Avoid third parties reservations. Book through a travel agency or with the airline directly. If

possible, purchase tickets that allow for seat selection, changes, refunds, and in-flight

meals. Request pre-boarding.

Nonstop flights are preferred to minimize delays or added experiences.

Avoid multiple connections or airlines that may require change of terminals or re-checking

luggage. Be aware of time and physical distance between connecting flights, including

additional security re-entries.

If walking is difficult and/or slow, request a wheelchair with the assistance of an airport

employee. Pre-reservations through the airline are normally required. This will also help in

getting through security checks more easily.

Inform the TSA agent at the security checkpoint about the dementia diagnosis to get any
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When packing

Activities, family and friends

You know your loved one best. Many individuals with dementia can travel, but let’s not minimize

the complexities. Evaluate the priorities. The degrees of difficulty and additional planning

involved will depend on the stage of the disease they are in, their physical limitations and overall

demeanor.

Inform the TSA agent at the security checkpoint about the dementia diagnosis to get any

available concessions.When restrooms are needed, “family” or companion care bathrooms

may be helpful.

Stay with your travel companion at all times.

Your carry-on should include essentials like medications, change of clothes, extra

incontinence items, cleaning wipes, water, snacks and activities (including photos of people

and places at the destination).

Always take extra days of medications in case of delays and re-scheduling. Carry medical

contact information, emergency contacts, and photocopies of important legal documents.

Become familiar with insurance and emergency care options at the destination ahead of

time.

While those meeting you at the destination may be thrilled to see you, they may not be

aware of your or your loved one’s needs. Prepare them ahead of time to set needs and

expectations.

Inform them of the unpredictability of the disease and need for routine, extra time and

special accommodations.

If you are staying in a hotel, inform the staff of any specific needs prior to arrival (ground

floor rooms, close to elevator, ADA features, etc.).

Consider alternatives. Possibly arrange for someone to stay behind with your loved one to

eliminate an activity (e.g. skip the graduation ceremony but join the party afterwards…)

Calmness may be better than entertainment. Quieter and simpler home meals or at relaxed

restaurants may be better than fancier, crowded, or loud restaurants.

Don’t over-schedule.

Plan for a backup plan. This may include access to paid caregivers, purchasing travel

insurance, cell phone roaming, changeable or refundable tickets and hotels, etc.



Lauren Mahakian is a certified dementia practitioner, care manager, speaker and author,

support group facilitator and podcaster. Learn more at FamilyConnectMemoryCare.com.
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