
Introduction
Meet Lucy …

	 Lucy is an 82 year-old Colombian born woman living in the US 
for 50 years, with macular degeneration and moderate stage demen-
tia. She lives with her husband, daughter, son in law and two grand-
sons. She is admitted to the hospital with abdominal pain, nausea and 
35-pound weight gain due to acutely decompensated heart failure and  
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atrial fibrillation with rapid ventricular rate. She has no recollection 
of her arrival at the hospital, believing we are in her home, and is 
constantly searching for her son. Diuresis is causing her incontinence. 
When she is incontinent, Lucy searches for the bathroom, causing the 
unit staff to add alarms, block the bathroom door and request antipsy-
chotics for “impulsivity”. She is wearing briefs and reassured that she 
can “just go”, but she still searches for the bathroom.

	 At night she calls out for her family in Spanish. After 2 days, she 
refuses to get up from bed and requires two-person assist to stand. She 
has only eaten one meal a day since admission. Two weeks later in 
post-acute rehab, Lucy continues to lack motivation to get up during 
the day and is still requiring one person and a walker to transfer. She 
spends most of her days in a wheelchair. Situations like Lucy’s are all 
too common, resulting in long lasting effects for patients and care-
givers. People with dementia are at 1.4 times higher risk for hospital 
admission, typically for acute medical illness rather than psychiatric 
conditions [1] and make up a growing share - approximately 30% - of 
the hospital population [2]. Though every person’s experience with 
dementia is different, they all are uniquely vulnerable to the typical 
standards and practices of hospital care.

	 Dementia makes people more reliant on their familiar environ-
ments and routines to navigate a regular day. Nothing about a day in 
the hospital, however, is familiar. The most basic features of hospital 
life - activity and noise all day and night, restrictions to normal move-
ment, roommates and repeated contact with strangers - become signif-
icant sources of confusion and distress. Layer on top of this treatment 
specific medical devices that easily become tethers (i.e., telemetry, IV 
lines, catheters), care that occurs on our schedule instead of the pa-
tient’s and under-diagnosis or dismissal of diagnoses because of atyp-
ical presentations [2]. Even short hospital experiences can range from 
disorienting to traumatic. For some patients, a short hospital stay can 
trigger a cascading decline in function that may not be recoverable 
with rehab [2]. Hospitalists and acute care interprofessional teams 
are on the front lines of the need for individualized dementia-friendly 
acute care. Awareness of this need is expanding beyond providers to 
policy makers, resulting in governmental efforts to ensure that people 
with dementia receive the individualized care they need to thrive.

	 Massachusetts state law requires health systems, including acute 
care, to develop plans to meet the needs of patients with dementia 
by October 2021 [3]. The goal of individualized, dementia-friendly 
acute care is necessary and attainable. Acute Care for Elders (ACE) 
units and Mobile ACE teams across the country have shown that in-
dividualized geriatric care can shorten time spent in the hospital and 
preserve function. They often, however, require geographic cohorting 
and a dedicated specialized admitting team and can be resource inten-
sive despite being cost neutral [4-8].

	 This same approach, which was adapted specifically for inpatients 
with cognitive impairment at Northwell Health, showed that individ-
ualized dementia care delivered by existing but trained care teams 
can reduce length of stay and in house mortality in addition to im-
proving physical restraint use, high risk medications and NPO orders 
[9]. While the Northwell Health experience may be more attainable  
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Abstract
People with dementia comprise a growing share of the hospital pa-
tient population, often receiving care in medical, surgical and critical 
care units as opposed to behavioral health settings. Dementia con-
fers a greater reliance on familiar people, stimuli and surroundings 
to support physical and cognitive function. Hospital stays disrupt 
this critical support and too often lead to long lasting declines in in-
dependence, physical functioning and cognitive abilities. Inpatient 
ACE (Acute Care for Elders), MACE (Mobile Acute Care for Elders) 
and geriatrics consult programs across the country have shown 
that adapting inpatient care to the unique needs of cognitively im-
paired patients can improve hospital and post-hospital outcomes. 
These programs and specialists are not widespread but hospitalists 
can easily incorporate some of their practices into usual care, indi-
vidualizing and adapting care for each person with dementia. The 
Ask-Adapt-Collaborate model incorporates patient-centered demen-
tia care and interdisciplinary collaboration into typical hospitalist dai-
ly workflows.
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for some, it still depends on structural and personnel investments that 
may be difficult for hospitals and health systems to deploy. People 
with dementia develop acute surgical conditions, critical illness and 
neurologic conditions that will rightfully triage their care to special-
ized units, limiting the reach of any fixed unit and staff-based inter-
vention. Inpatient geriatrics consult teams offer similar expertise and 
patient outcomes with leaner structural investments and greater flex-
ibility to reach patients where they are [10,11]. Inpatient geriatrics 
consult teams along with ACE and MACE teams, are still novel and 
less available outside of academic medical centers than the need sug-
gests.

	 What can hospitalists and other inpatient providers do now to in-
dividualize their care for people with dementia? [Figure 1].

	 The Ask-Adapt-Collaborate Model offers a simple framework for 
investigating and incorporating a person-centered care approach into 
standard hospital care for those living with dementia. This approach 
meshes into standard work for hospital providers and can be adopted 
easily by providers regardless of training.

What could this approach mean for Lucy?

	 Lucy is an 82 year-old Colombia born woman living in the US for 
50 years, with macular degeneration and moderate stage dementia. 
She lives with her husband, daughter, son in law and 3 grandsons. Her 
family manages all of her IADLs and cue her to dress and bathe. She 
is able to use the bathroom on her own without incontinence and self 
feed but her daughter Rita has been providing more reminders and su-
pervision for her other ADLs in the last 6 months. Lucy often forgets 
to put on her glasses and leaves them in various places around the 
house. It is common for her to be disoriented, often believing she is in 
her childhood home, and slip into speaking Spanish despite primarily 
speaking English for 50 years. She is a retired music teacher and still 
loves to listen to music and sing. She wakes up at almost every night 
and will walk around several times believing she has chores to finish. 

	 Lucy is admitted to the hospital with abdominal pain, nausea and 
35 pound weight gain due to acutely decompensated heart failure and 
atrial fibrillation with rapid ventricular rate. Her family brought her 
favorite sweater and photos of her grandchildren. Unit staff made her 
a cord for her glasses to hang around her neck when she takes them 
off. The admitting hospitalist and nurse discuss telemetry and IV ac-
cess, deciding on intermittent vitals Q2 for 8 hours followed by Q4. 
The peripheral IV for diuresis is placed in her upper arm so it is easier 
to cover with clothes. Lucy believes she is either in her music room 
at school or in her childhood home and staff do not challenge these 
beliefs. Instead, they comment on what nice places they are, causing  

Lucy to smile and tell stories about her childhood and former stu-
dents. A few of the nurses and physical therapists speak Spanish with 
her and encourage Lucy to sing some of her favorite songs during 
therapy sessions and personal care, reducing fear and anxiety.

	 After her first dose of diuretic, nursing staff begin scheduled void-
ing every 2 hours during the day to maintain continence and reduce 
distress from urinary urgency. Lucy is able to recognize the bathroom 
due to the picture of a toilet taped to the door and is able to maintain 
continence throughout her stay. When she wakes up at night, aides 
help her to the bathroom and, if she wants to walk around, they walk 
in the hallways with her until she fatigues. Her family helps choose 
her meals and snacks and unit staff pre-order from the kitchen for 2-3 
days at a time. Lucy always has something readily available when 
she’s hungry and unit staff note that she usually finishes everything 
offered to her. She hasn’t had any curiosity about the peripheral IV as 
long as she is wearing her favorite sweater.

	 Lucy spends a total of 7 days in the hospital and is able to dis-
charge home with her family and a home health RN to continue heart 
failure education for her family caregivers. A few targeted questions, 
interdisciplinary knowledge and some creativity can help people with 
dementia thrive through acute illness and elevate the joy in caring for 
these patients and their families.
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