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This handout has been produced by Engaging Dementia, in its co-ordination of the Irish Dementia 

Cafe Network, a project commissioned by the National Dementia Office, with Dormant Accounts 

funding through the Department of Health.  

 

The handout is supported by resources which are available on www.dementiacafe.ie  
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Introduction  

 

This booklet describes what the Irish dementia cafe is and how to set up a dementia cafe. It has been 

produced by Engaging Dementia in its co-ordination of the Irish Dementia Cafe Network, a project 

commissioned by the National Dementia Office, with Dormant accounts funding through the 

Department of Health.  

 

Background 

When the HSE National Dementia Office commissioned Engaging Dementia to co-ordinate the 

establishment of an Irish Dementia Cafe Network in 2019, there were about 21 Alzheimer, dementia 

and memory cafes in Ireland. Some were called Alzheimer Cafes, and involved a structured meeting 

with information, socialising and guest speakers. Others were more like social clubs and didn’t have 

an educational aspect. Most of the cafes were open to people living with dementia and their care 

partners, but some were open only to the care partners.  

 

The project  

All Alzheimer, dementia and memory cafes were involved in the 15 month project. Engaging 

Dementia also established an Expert Advisory Panel to guide the project delivery. The members of 

the Expert Advisory Panel were: Dr Emer Begley, Senior Project Manager, National Dementia Office; 

Matthew Gibb, Director, DSIDC, Alzheimer Cafe Donnybrook; Dr Louise Hopper, School of 

Psychology, DCU, Alzheimer Cafe Glasnevin; Prof Kate Irving, School of Nursing, Psychotherapy and 

Community health, Dublin City University; Siobhan O’Connor, Head of Operations, Alzheimer Society 

of Ireland; Prof Eamon O’Shea, Director, Centre for Economic and Social Research in Dementia 

(CESRD); and Kevin and Helena Quaid, Irish Dementia Working Group (IDWG), Dementia Carers 

Campaign Network (DCCN) and Memory Cafe Kanturk.  

The project drew on the findings of a research study on Alzheimer Cafes in Ireland, which had been 

recently carried out by the Centre for Economic and Social Research on Dementia (CESRD). 

In mid 2019, there was agreement on the principles that would underpin the dementia cafe in 

Ireland, and the activities of an Irish Dementia Cafe Network. The dementia cafe principles were 

atmosphere, information, support and community. The cafe would be open to people living with 

dementia and their care partners, and always free of charge. The Irish Dementia Cafe Network 

would provide resources and support to member cafes, and facilitate learning and networking for 

them. The cafe network was launched in September 2020, and Engaging Dementia commissioned by 

the National Dementia Office to continue to co-ordinate the Irish Dementia Cafe Network through 

2021.   

 

This booklet  

This booklet describes what the dementia cafe is and how to set up a dementia cafe. The 

information in this booklet draws on the CESRD research and input from cafe co-ordinators and the 

project expert advisory panel.  



 

Get involved!  

It’s easy to get involved in the dementia cafe movement in Ireland. The cafe network is reaching out 

to communities all around Ireland to support new start up cafes, and holding a series of online 

information sessions and How to set up a dementia cafe workshops. It is also developing a pool of 

resources for cafes, using its social media channels to help promote dementia cafes nationwide, and 

holding learning and networking events for member cafes.  
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________________________________________________________________  



What is a dementia cafe?  

A dementia cafe is a type of regular gathering or meeting.  

At the cafe, people can meet others whose lives are directly affected by dementia, and health and 

social care professionals. They can share experiences and get reliable information on dementia care 

and supports.  

People living with dementia, their families and friends, healthcare professionals, and people who are 

interested in supporting a dementia inclusive community, are all welcome to attend.  

The cafe is always free of charge.  

 

What happens at the dementia cafe? 

A cafe meeting usually lasts two hours. It includes time for chatting with other attendees and the 

volunteers who run the cafe. There is also a short talk by a guest speaker on an aspect of dementia.  

Dementia cafe meetings are usually held once a month, in the same time and place. Some dementia 

cafes also have virtual cafe meetings. The dates, times and contact details for cafes that are 

registered with the Irish Dementia Cafe Network are available on www.dementiacafe.ie 

Atmosphere, information, support and community are at the heart of every cafe that is in the Irish 

Dementia Cafe Network.  

 

Atmosphere  There is a warm and welcoming atmosphere at the cafe. The cafe team ensures that 

  there is equality, trust and respect at their cafe meetings. At the cafe, dementia  

  doesn’t affect how a person is treated or regarded. All are treated equally 

  There is also a sense of lightness and fun at the cafe. Refreshments are served.  

  People are free to come and go as they wish. There is no pressure to stay. As you 

  don’t need to book in advance, there is also no pressure to attend.  

  The cafe is informal and relaxed. Those who attend know that they will be treated 

  with respect and empathy, and any discussions respected as confidential. 

 

Information  Information is provided on many aspects of dementia care and support. People learn 

  from sharing experiences with one another, guest speakers, and informally chats 

  with health and social care professionals.  

  The types of speakers include Occupational Therapists, Physiotherapists, Dementia 

  advisers, Geriatricians, Care partners, people living with dementia, Solicitors, and 

  Social workers.  

  There is an information table with leaflets on dementia, aids for independent living, 

  healthcare and community supports. There is also information on memory aids,  

  activities booklets and other materials from the local Memory Technology Resource 

  Room, of which there is one in every county in Ireland. Virtual dementia cafe  

  meetings share informed by signposting to websites and organisations.  



 

Support  Talking with others who have similar experiences and challenges can be an  

  invaluable support for people. Support at the cafe comes from talking with other 

  people, whether they are personally affected by dementia or supporting as  

  professionals, volunteers or members of the community. Being in a place where  

  dementia is a normal part of people’s lives can bring a sense of relief, particularly as 

  other social or recreational activities may have become more difficult to continue to 

  engage in.   

 

Community  The cafe brings people together, creating a supportive community for people living 

  with dementia, and care partners. It facilitates the development of new friendships 

  and social networks, countering the isolation that dementia can often involve. The 

  cafe is a community initiative, and so people are connected with people in the  

  wider community, including health and social care professionals and community 

  groups such as the Alzheimer Society of Ireland. Guest speakers also part of the cafe 

  community.  

 

Is a dementia cafe a social club? No. While socialising is an important part of the dementia cafe 

meeting, so too are information and education.   

Is a dementia cafe a carers support group? No. A dementia cafe is open to everyone who is affected 

by dementia. All types of people attend. They include people who have a diagnosis of Alzheimers or 

another type of dementia, their families and care partners, as well as people involved in community 

supports.  

I have dementia. Can I go to a dementia cafe meeting? Yes. We recommend that you bring a friend 

or care partner with you if you have support needs when attending a group gathering.  

Is a dementia cafe free of charge? Yes.  

How do I find out where my local dementia cafe is? Go the Cafe Finder page on 

www.dementiacafe.ie to get the details of your nearest dementia cafe.  

Do I have to contact the cafe before going to a cafe meeting? No. Just go along to the dementia 

cafe and you will be welcomed by other guests and the cafe team.  

Who runs the dementia cafe? Every cafe that is a member of the Irish Dementia Cafe Network is run 

by a voluntary steering committee. The committee, or cafe team, always includes an expert by 

experience and a healthcare professional. It can also include others who are involved in healthcare 

or social supports, such as a dementia advisor, a nurse, an Occupational Therapist from a Memory 

Technology Resource Room, or an Understand Together community champion. The steering 

committee follows a set of guidelines in its running of the cafe, to ensure quality and consistency. 

Through learning and networking events run by the Irish Dementia Cafe Network and the National 

Dementia Office, the cafe team keeps up to date with new developments in dementia care and 

supports, and keeps connected with other cafe teams around the country.  

What is an expert by experience? A person who has a diagnosis of dementia, or a person who cares 

for someone who is living with dementia.   



Can I get involved in a dementia cafe? Yes. People on steering committees or who volunteer at 

dementia cafes say it’s an enjoyable, rewarding experience. Contact your local cafe to get involved.  

Is it easy to set up a dementia cafe? Yes. The cafe network has resources to help you and is running 

a series of How to set up a dementia cafe workshops throughout 2021. There are thousands of 

people throughout Ireland who are already involved in supporting people living with dementia in 

their communities. The cafe network will help to connect you with people and groups in your 

community who might be interested in being involved in a new dementia cafe.  

 

The dementia journey  

Dementia is an umbrella term for the experience of difficulties with mental activities like thinking, 

understanding and planning. Dementia can also involve sensory difficulties such as changes to vision 

or hearing.        

There are many causes of dementia, with Alzheimers being the most common type of dementia. 

Those who live with dementia have said it brings many challenges to everyday tasks, as well as 

emotional effects such as loneliness and depression.  

Caring for someone with dementia has also been shown to bring many challenges, including financial 

costs, difficulties accessing services and supports, difficulties finding reliable information, social 

isolation and depression.  

 

What the cafe sets out to do  

The cafe is a community hub that connects people with other people, information and supports.  

In a welcoming, supportive environment, people have an opportunity to speak openly about their 

experiences and learn from each other. By talking to health and social care professionals, and 

hearing from experts on different aspects of dementia, they get practical advice on emotional, 

financial, legal and other aspects of the dementia journey.  

The cafe also helps to raise awareness and understanding of dementia in the community, so that 

there is less stigma about dementia and people can feel more accepted by their community.  

 

Findings of research on dementia cafes in Ireland  

The CESRD research showed that cafes:   

• Provide a social outlet where people with dementia and their families develop friendships 
and new support networks. 

• Offer a safe, equal space where people can openly share experiences and learn from each 
other and healthcare professionals.  

• Offer strong personal support to family carers and help build family relationships. 

• Enable family carers to acquire skills through information sharing, which can help them to 
navigate the health, social care and legal systems. 

• Help to build family carers’ capacity to manage new social, environmental and cultural 
challenges associated with dementia. 



• Have the potential to be a long term information and communication hub in the community. 
 

How cafe attendees described cafes 

• A place where they made lasting friendships that helped them through the experience of 
dementia or caring for someone with dementia 
“What gets you through this is friends, and we made an awful lot of friends in the Alzheimer 

Cafe.” 

• A warm and welcoming environment where their concerns were met with empathy and 
understanding by staff, volunteers and peers  
“They welcomed me with open arms and attended to me. I reckon I had a new lease of life.” 

• Somewhere they could get information on services and supports  
“All kinds of information, what was available, what help was available. It was great to know 

about all these things and there was always some different speaker coming to talk about 

them.”  “I liked the Cafe because it’s a steady ship, I feel like I’m learning real things.” 

  



What is a dementia cafe?  

Step 1: Things to Consider  

 

Forming your cafe team (steering committee)  

• A voluntary cafe steering committee has overall responsibility for the running of its 

dementia cafe.  

• The cafe steering committee consists of a mix of people/skillsets, including:   

- An expert(s) by experience (a person with dementia and/or family carer) to 

ensure the cafe’s format and content addresses the lived experience of 

dementia. Note: This is not a requirement at the cafe setup stage. However, the 

cafe steering committee must, within one year, ensure that the steering 

committee includes an expert by experience.    

- A person working in the HSE who is involved with services for people living with 

dementia and their carers, to ensure that the cafe is part of the continuum of 

care and support for people living with dementia and their family carers. 

- A health and social care professional to respond to any queries which require 

dementia care insight and expertise.   

• Ideally, the steering committee will include a person from a Community and Voluntary 

organisation or group that is involved in supporting people who are affected by 

dementia, to ensure that the cafe is embedded within the community and is grassroots 

led. Examples include the Alzheimer Society of Ireland, the Irish Dementia Working 

Group (which is hosted by the ASI), Western Alzheimer Foundation and Family Carers 

Ireland.  

• The cafe steering committee has allocated roles (including but not limited to Cafe co-

ordinator, Treasurer, Secretary etc). The steering committee decides on the number of 

meetings it will hold per year, and the term of office for the various roles.   

• A timeframe is agreed for membership of the cafe steering committee, with efforts to 

recruit new members at regular intervals.  

• The cafe steering committee agrees on the logistics of the cafe’s operation which 

includes management of personal data, attendance records, processes for managing 

finance and fundraising, public liability insurance (if applicable), and promotion.  

• The cafe steering committee ensures that the cafe is run in a manner that is consistent 

with the pillars and principles of a network dementia cafe. 

• The cafe steering committee regularly consults with attendees to incorporate their input 

into the choice of speakers/themes for the cafe. 

• The cafe steering committee keeps records of attendance at cafes.  

• The cafe steering committee actively liaises with other relevant stakeholders in its 

locality and region as part of developing its signposting for attendees.  

Other considerations:  

• Visit a face to face or virtual dementia café  

• Consider the need for a dementia cafe 

• Hold a virtual information event  

• Connect with a cafe mentor through the cafe network 

 

 



Step 2: Make a plan  

• Venue.  

A key purpose of a dementia cafe is to connect people with dementia and their care 

partners to their community in a regular social setting.  

Venue considerations may include the following:  

- Accessibility 

- Availability of onsite parking 

- Available public transport options   

- Preferred day and time for the cafe   

- Disability access and adequate signage including toilets  

- Safe space for a group to meet and talk  

- Is the venue quiet and away from distractions? 

 

• Covering the costs 

Costs will largely depend on the overall objectives of your café and the format chosen 

• Insurance  

• Cafe materials 

• Finding speakers 

• Information table 

• Promotion  

• Volunteers  

• Getting the atmosphere right 

• Checklist 

 

Step 3:  Register with the Irish Dementia Cafe Network 

 

A dementia cafe which meets the membership criteria may apply to join the Irish Dementia Cafe 
Network. Please contact Grace Dennison at gdennison@engagingdementia.ie to get the cafe 
network application form.  
 

Activities of the Irish Dementia Cafe Network  
The network activities include:  

• Annual learning & networking event  
• Sharing information / learning from each other / troubleshooting  
• Development of pool of resources (eg short videos, resources for talks)  
• Network logo  
• Network website (dementiacafe.ie)  
• Network social media (Twitter, Facebook etc)  
• Promotion of all network dementia cafes  
• Toolkit (development and dissemination) 
• Supporting new start up cafes  
• Annual How to set up a cafe workshop for potential start up cafe groups 
• Encouraging mentoring of start-up cafes by current cafe groups 
• Promotion of equity and accessibility to the dementia cafe service, whether an 

actual or virtual cafe   
• Maintenance of standards and mutual support for growth of a consistent, high 

quality service for people with dementia and their families  
• Maintenance of connectivity with other community supports  
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Step 4:  Hold your first cafe meeting  

Running your cafe month to month  

- Promotion  

- Communication 

- Input from attendees  

- Record keeping  

- End of year review 

Step 5:   Staying connected with other cafes  

- Resources  

- Support  

- Learning & Networking day   

- Mentoring programme  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


