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One of the most difficult moments families face after a loved one moves into a care home is not
the first visit.

It is the moment they have to leave.

Many families describe the same experience. The visit goes well. The person seems calm,
perhaps even settled. Then the time comes to say goodbye. Suddenly the person becomes
anxious, asks where you are going, or insists on coming with you.

Walking out of the room in that moment can feel unbearable.

Families often leave with a deep sense of guilt, wondering whether they have just caused
distress all over again.

But what is happening in that moment is not rejection or emotional manipulation. Itis a
response from a brain that is struggling with object permanence and emotional continuity.

In dementia, the brain gradually loses its ability to hold a stable mental picture of people and
situations once they are no longer physically present. This means that when someone leaves
the room, the brain may experience the separation as sudden and unexplained.

The emotional brain reacts quickly: “Something important has just disappeared.”

That reaction can trigger anxiety, confusion, or the urge to follow the person leaving.



Understanding this process helps families approach visits differently. The goal is not to avoid
visiting or to leave secretly. The goal is to help the brain transition from one moment of safety to
the next.

There are several practical ways families can make this transition easier.

One of the most effective strategies is timing visits around natural routines or activities. If the
person knows that lunch, a music session, or an activity is about to begin, the brain has
something predictable to shift toward once the visit ends.

Instead of experiencing a sudden void, the person moves from one structured moment to
another.

Another helpful approach is working with staff to create a gentle transition. A carer may step in
to invite the person to join an activity, prepare a cup of tea, or move to a familiar space just
before the family leaves. This does not mean deceiving the person. It means supporting the
brain’s ability to redirect attention.

For some families, a clear goodbye works better than slipping away quietly. A simple
explanation such as, “I’m going home now, but | will come back on Tuesday,” provides
orientation even if the exact day is not remembered later. The tone of the goodbye matters more
than the information itself. Calm reassurance signals safety to the nervous system.

For others, particularly when distress escalates quickly, a soft exit during a moment of
engagement may be the kinder option. If the person is already involved in a conversation or
activity, quietly stepping away can prevent the brain from focusing on the departure itself.

There is no single rule that works for every person. The best approach is the one that allows both
the person living with dementia and the visiting family member to remain emotionally regulated.

Families often worry that leaving will cause lasting distress. In reality, the emotional response
usually settles once the brain reconnects with the routine of the environment around them. The
presence of familiar carers, consistent structure, and predictable activities helps restore the
sense of safety the brain needs.

The guilt families carry, however, often lasts much longer than the moment of distress itself.

It is important to remember that visiting someone in supportive living is not an act of
abandonment. It is an act of continued connection.

The relationship has not ended. It has simply moved into a different environment.

When visits become predictable, calm, and emotionally safe, the brain begins to associate the
presence of family with comfort rather than disruption. Over time, both the person living with
dementia and their family find a rhythm that allows connection without distress.

Leaving after a visit will never feel easy. But understanding how the dementia brain experiences
separation can make those moments gentler for everyone involved.

If you are navigating the emotional realities of dementia care and supportive living, you are not
alone.

You can explore the free Launex Dementia Torches and guidance resources here:
https://launexltd.com/resources


https://launexltd.com/resources

The Launex Family Pathway Course also explores the neurological and emotional transitions

families face throughout the dementia journey, helping you respond with confidence rather than
uncertainty.
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