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Regardless of where people with dementia are located in the health care system, nurses provide the 
bulk of care, and competent staff do this most effectively. What is competency in nursing people with 
dementia? Currently in the nursing world, knowledge, skills and attitudes are often referred to in terms 
of competence and competency. To identify the specific features of competency in dementia care 
nursing, we conducted a literature review of published and unpublished papers associated with this 
construct, and identified salient features of these competency and care standards within international 
nursing practice. We also examined the content of competency frameworks for a future empirical study 
of a specialist dementia nursing framework relevant across levels of practice and care settings.  
 
Search strategies for identification of papers  
The terminology we employed included dementia/Alzheimer’s nursing competence, competency, and 
competencies, knowledge, skills, attitudes and standards of dementia care. Three search strategies 
were employed to ensure a broad and systematic approach: 
Search strategy 1: a search of databases including CINHAL, Medline, Ichiushi (Japanese database), 
the Australasian Digital Thesis Program, and Virginia Henderson Library. 
Search strategy 2: a Google search, websites, and grey literature such as unpublished reports, policy 
documents, statements, strategies and frameworks relating to dementia care; and 
Search strategy 3: we adopted what we have called a snowballing technique whereby references cited 
in known literature and websites are identified and some of them are included in the collection. This 
strategy however was not thoroughly applied to all literature. 
 
Search results 
The findings sourced were from Australia, Canada, Japan, the USA and the UK. Most publications 
available for review came from grey literature sources, including publications from governments, peak 
bodies, non-government and charitable organisations and universities. Of 164 publications identified, 
48 were classified and analysed, and 116 were not critically reviewed because they described rare 
forms of dementia or were reports of medical or social models of dementia care. 
 
A total of 46 publications were classified as Category 1 and 2. The 29 category 1 publications include 
statements and reports directly addressing competency, competencies, knowledge, skills and attitudes 
towards dementia care. These were further divided into four sections. Category 2 publications 
consisted of competency/competencies in different areas of practice such as gerontology, mental 
health and psycho-geriatric nursing.  
 
Dementia related literature which did not belong to category 1 or 2 and was not directly relevant to this 
review, was gathered into categories 3 and 4. Category 3 includes macro and micro perspectives of 
dementia management whereas literature gathered in the category 4 provides a more general 
perspective on dementia.  
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Findings: 
Five themes in two broad areas were identified in the reviewed literature, as follows: 
Gerontological: educational frameworks; competency frameworks. 
Dementia: standards of care; educational frameworks; competency frameworks  
 
Theme 1: Gerontological Educational Frameworks 
Within the core nursing curricula in the USA (JHFIGN 2004) and Japan (Noguchi 1996) subjects 
focusing on the older person include essential education on nursing the person with dementia. This is 
not so for Australia (QUT 2004), Canada and other countries, although individual Faculties and 
Schools of Nursing do offer this education in one or more subjects. Where courses and subjects do 
offer dementia-related education these focus on dementia, depression and delirium, assessment 
instruments and processes, and aspects of the specialist dementia nursing role. An excellent practice 
guideline for nursing was developed by the Registered Nurses Association of Ontario (2003 & 2004) 
and nurses are encouraged to use these guidelines for the screening assessment of delirium, 
dementia and depression. The EADTSC commenced the development of an education framework for 
Australia in 2007.  
 
Theme 2: Gerontological Competency Frameworks 
There were a range of gerontological competency frameworks in place in the USA (JHFIGN 2002), 
Australia (Geriaction 2000), Scotland (NHS Scotland 2003), and in the UK (RCP 2005). These 
included key elements that comprise quality nursing care for the older person, such as: respecting and 
valuing,  maximising capability, providing holistic and individualised care within a multi-professional 
and multi-agency context, delivering person-centred care, and maximising capacity for communication  
with the older person, and developing effective partnerships with family members and carers (NHS 
Scotland 2003). 
 
Theme 3: Dementia Standards of Care 
The Alzheimer’s Associations in Australia (2007a), the USA (2005) and the UK (2007) have published 
detailed guides on delivering quality residential dementia care-from management and practical/clinical 
perspectives. The guides are relevant for all staff and drawn from the views and experiences of many 
different lay persons and health professionals involved in dementia care. Best practice guides have 
also been produced as a result of research in different care settings (eg. Willick & Willick 2001; 
Archibald 2003; Greater Metropolitan Taskforce 2003 and Nay et al. 2003).  
 
Theme 4: Dementia Education Frameworks 
The dementia education programs identified reflected the broad fields of gerontology, psychiatric and 
psychogeriatric nursing for all categories of staff (eg. Oregon State Board of Nursing 2008; ODCTE 
2003). These dementia education frameworks are generally subsumed in the gerontological 
frameworks discussed in theme 1, most notably in Faculties and Schools of Nursing. Dementia 
education is currently being developed and implemented by the EADTSC, Australia through a person-
centred philosophical framework. Alzheimer’s Australia (2007c) provides competency-based 
accredited dementia training for health care workers using a model of Vocational Educational Training 
focused on effective communication, meaningful activities and strategies to minimise behavioural 
disturbance in person with dementia. Internationally, Dementia Care Mapping (Brooker 2005) is a 
person-centred care approach being adopted by many aged care providers to structure dementia 
education. In Australia the Aged Care Standards and Accreditation Agency is actively pursuing 
dementia education for all levels of staff through the ‘Demystifying Dementia’ course. In the USA 
Wayne State University (2006) has provided dementia education within a ‘Train the Trainer” program. 
 
Theme 5: Dementia Competency Standards 
Seven dementia competency frameworks were reviewed and these were developed for a range of 
practitioners within the multi-disciplinary team. The Michigan Dementia Coalition (2006) provides a 
guide for seven key competencies, and 29 objectives, representing the necessary knowledge and 
skills for practice.  
 
Calgary Regional Health Authority, Canada, (2000) identifies seven key competencies, which include: 
demonstrates a working knowledge of dementia; recognises, prevents and manages distress 
behaviours; understands special needs of family and friends of person with dementia; promotes 
independence in activities of daily living; promotes an optimal environment; and recognises ethical 
issues that arise in dementia care and incorporates these in care approaches.  
In the USA Williams et al. (2005) outline four of these generic competencies for Enrolled Nurses as: 
interpersonal; intellectual; technical; and moral. 
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Iliffe & Wilcox 2005) identified 12 shared competencies for all health workers, designed to identify 
dementia care needs, even in the process of assessment and diagnosis. In the UK the Admiral Nurses 
(Traynor & Dewing 2003; Dewing & Traynor 2005) developed eight dementia care competencies to 
reflect the various role of nurses working in dementia care. While each of the dementia competencies 
These competencies include: therapeutic work; sharing information about dementia and carer issues; 
advanced assessment skills; prioritising work; preventative work and health promotion; ethical and 
person-centred care; balancing the needs of the carer and the person with dementia; and promoting 
best practice. 
 
Cleve & Jackson (2006) identify four competencies for a dementia competent organisation: family 
support; dementia competency; public awareness; and best practice. 
 
Conclusion 
There are many reports, books, nursing journal articles and websites concerning dementia care. Some 
of them are supported by empirical evidence and some are constructed on the basis of interviews with 
a wide range of people as well as knowledge from an expert panel. Many of the publications tend to 
treat dementia care workers inclusively and this leads to a lack of differentiation between the different 
levels of nursing care that exist. The development of different levels of competency standards in 
dementia care may also become a useful tool for defining the different roles of nurses in dementia 
care. The review has highlighted the necessity and potential for developing dementia competent staff 
and organisations and a multi-disciplinary dementia competency framework. These two approaches 
must work together in meeting the needs of people with dementia 
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