COUPLEHOOD IN DEMENTIA - A REVIEW ON RELATIONSHIP ISSUES FACED BY PEOPLE WITH DEMENTIA AND THEIR INTIMATE PARTNERS 
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Background
People with dementia are often thought as asexual beings with no sexual desires and ability to give consent. Caregivers face challenges in dealing with the burden of role reversal, self-esteem and maintaining relationship satisfaction in a future of uncertainty.  
Objective
To review the current literature on relationship issues faced by people with dementia and their intimate partners. 
Methods
An online search was conducted using PubMed from 1992 to 2019 using keywords like ‘dementia’, ‘intimacy’, ‘sexuality’, ‘behaviour’ and ‘relationship’. Studies not related to dementia were excluded. General themes were collated and categorized into five sub-themes: i) marital cohesion ii) roles and responsibilities iii) empathy and self-esteem iv) resilience in the face of uncertainty and v) communication and affectional expression
Results
Of the 23 studies identified, 13 studies investigated the relationship, intimacy and sexuality from the perspective of the partner. Changes in roles and responsibilities in caring for a partner with dementia shift the balance of power within the relationship and can impact upon both partners’ sense of identity, the couples’ efforts to maintain their sense of togetherness. Empathy and sensitive attunement between couples may affect relationship satisfaction. Deficits in communication and expression of affection such as intimacy-seeking and disinhibited behaviour may be perceived as ‘inappropriate sexual behaviour’ (ISB); prompting unnecessary pharmacotherapy and social isolation. Female caregivers who were less sexually satisfied reported significant higher levels of stress and depressive symptoms than male caregivers. Change in sleeping arrangement and lack of communication around sexual issues contributes to isolation and loneliness in dementia sufferers and their intimate partners.

Conclusions
Dementia affects couples’ marital cohesion and relationship satisfaction. Dementia care should include services to support couples in modifying activities, behaviours and expectations in order to reduce burden and enhance couplehood in spite of dementia.
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