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ADMIRAL NURSES – still waiting for the promised DH urgent review 
of anti-psychotics ‘the drug of last resort’ for people with dementia  
 
The charity for dementia and Admiral Nurses strongly supported the call for a change in practice 

when, in June 2008, the Department of Health (DH) announced it was to undertake an urgent review 

of the prescribing of anti-psychotic drugs for people with dementia. The DH stated that the review would 

assess the scale of inappropriate prescribing, and the reasons behind misuse of this type of medication. 

Anti-psychotic drugs have significant risk factors for people with dementia a particularly vulnerable 

group, many of whom are resident in care homes where specialist knowledge of drug treatments is 

often lacking. 

 

“More than one year on we are still waiting for this review into this important issue on which both carers 

and professionals alike need clear guidance,” says Ian Weatherhead, Lead Admiral Nurse for Admiral 
Nursing DIRECT – a national helpline operated exclusively by Admiral Nurses, who are specialists in 

dementia care. 

 

Ian adds: “In very specific circumstances, anti-psychotic drugs have an important role to play when 

prescribed and used appropriately but they must always be considered as a last resort. This means a 

detailed assessment must be carried out so that other potential causes of behaviour change – often 

called 'challenging behaviour' - have been discounted, such as changes in environment, infection, 

constipation, anxiety and depression. 

  

“Anti-psychotic drugs, with their known side effects, must always and only ever be used for the benefit 

of the person with dementia and not for the benefit of care staff.” 

 

Admiral Nursing DIRECT takes a large volume of calls every week from carers of people with dementia, 

people with dementia themselves, and professional staff. Many people contact the helpline with 

questions and concerns about medication, including anti-psychotics. 

 

Hilary Woodhead, who leads on the development of training and learning partnerships for the charity 

for dementia, states: “It is vital that training and education for staff caring for people with dementia 

becomes a reality for all those working in front-line roles, in the community and in residential care and 

hospital settings. This is a cross-cutting theme in the National Dementia Strategy.  Training 

programmes must encompass information about the appropriate use of anti-psychotic drugs to help 

ensure that the person with dementia remains the central focus of care.”  
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Further advice from Admiral Nurses and Admiral Nursing DIRECT on the use of anti-psychotic drugs 

states: 

• In some cases where distressing symptoms such as hallucinations and/or severe agitation are 

clearly evident as a result of the dementia, and not caused by other factors, then anti-

psychotics may be of help but these need to be used carefully at appropriate doses and be 

reviewed regularly.  

• Family members of people with dementia should be fully involved in any decisions taken about 

treatment and care wherever possible so that important information about the person and their 

history form an integral part of the assessment. Carers should be involved and kept informed 

regarding reviews of and recommended changes in medication. 

• If anyone is concerned about any medication that is being prescribed for someone with 

dementia then they should request an immediate review of the medication by the responsible 

medical officer before any action is taken. 

• Caring for people with dementia is different from caring for people who are older and frail. 

Specialist help is required together with focused training to ensure appropriate decisions are 

made concerning care and medication. Skills and knowledge concerning use of medications 

such as anti-psychotics must be made available to those working in care home and primary 

care settings. Admiral Nurses are well placed to work in partnership to provide that specialist 

help and training.    

 

Anyone with concerns about the use of anti-psychotic medication, and any other aspect of dementia 

care, can call the Admiral Nursing DIRECT helpline on 0845 257 9406 on Tuesdays and Thursdays  

11 am- 9pm (leave a message at any other time for a call back) or email questions to 

direct@fordementia.org.uk.  Information is available on the charity’s website at 

www.fordementia.org.uk.  Additionally, the charity for dementia runs training courses which encompass 

modules on appropriate use of medications in dementia care.  

           ENDS/ 
Notes 
Ian Weatherhead and Hilary Woodhead are available for interview plus carers with experience of the use of anti-

psychotic drugs. To arrange an interview call Rhonda Smith / Marc Catchpole of Minerva PRC Ltd 01264-710428 / 

07887-714957 / 07753-821525 info@minervaprc.com or Kirsty Marrins, Communications Officer at for dementia 

on 020 7874 7203 kirsty.marrins@fordementia.org.uk  

 

The mission of for dementia is to improve the quality of life of people affected by dementia by promoting and 

developing Admiral Nursing, providing high quality training and promoting best practice for professionals working 

with older people, carers and people with dementia, and supporting the carers network Uniting Carers for 

dementia.  Professional and family carers and people with dementia can call the dedicated Admiral Nursing 

DIRECT phone line 0845 257 9406 on Tuesdays and Thursdays 11 am- 9pm, leave a message at any other time 

for a call back, or email questions to direct@fordementia.org.uk. For more information log on to 

www.fordementia.org.uk.  
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