
The time to say goodbye
Federico Ortiz-Moreno, social psychologist, Mexico

He and his illness allowed me to 

appreciate what life is about, knowing 

that, despite the bad days and the bad 

times, the endless hours of anguish, 

anger and anxiety, there was always 

something to learn from that beloved 

person even though he had lost his 

cognitive abilities.

As a final message I would give the 

following message to all families, carers, 

and staff in the health care field:

• There is still too much to be done. 

Although the person is no longer the 

same as before, there is still too much 

to do, especially if they are in the first 

stage.

• Enjoy them right now while you have 

them. Yes, because although they 

suddenly appear not be with us or 

become aggressive, they are still human 

beings and need love, affection and 

security. We are the only ones who can 

give it to them.

• Learn to say goodbye to them. The 

disease is very hard and the farewell can 

be hard. We also need to learn to say 

goodbye. Sooner or later, they will no 

longer be with us.

• ‘In life, brother, in life!’ Love him, love 

them. Enjoy them. Tell them this right 

now, do not wait until they are six feet 

underground to say you loved them.

• You are not alone. Perhaps there will 

be some times you will be alone or feel 

very lonely, but there is always someone 

who can understand you and appreciate 

you, understand your feelings and be 

with you.

The disease is hard, I know, but it is 

harder to forget.

Federico is the founder of the 

Alzheimer’s Association of Monterrey 

Mexico. His father and two other 

relatives had Alzheimer’s disease.

L
iving with a person with dementia 

is not easy, but we should 

not make it more difficult for 

ourselves. Certainly, the burden is 

heavy because there are the physical, 

emotional, financial, social and 

environmental factors that make you 

feel bad, but it is also a great lesson 

that reminds us of the value of life.

On a personal level it helped me a lot. 

It helped me to learn and understand 

that there are many people in need 

for whom something can be done. 

It helped me to form an Alzheimer 

association that has lead to several 

support groups in my hometown, 

several other associations in my country 

and even abroad, but more than that, 

it helped me to appreciate what life is; 

what we are, what we do for our loved 

ones, ourselves and others.

To me, the three stages of Alzheimer’s 

disease are all important and each 

brings us to a special situation in our 

lives.

The first stage is the one of forgetting, 

where we are just learning what 

memory is, or the lack of it. A stage 

where we notice ‘something’ happens 

without realising fully what it is, that 

memory is being lost by a degenerative 

disease and that these symptoms are 

not carelessness, distraction or simply a 

person’s character.

Then, there comes a second stage. It is 

very hard to bear because the person 

becomes anxious, angry, wants to leave 

the house alone, does not understand, 

and every day the situation brings us 

to the brink of despair. We want the 

person to understand us, while it should 

be the other way around. We need to 

understand that he or she no longer lives 

in the world in which we live. Despite 

this, men and women are still individual 

people. They deserve all the respect and 

affection that we can provide.

Finally, it comes to that stage that, I 

think, is very sad and painful; when we 

know that everything is ending, when 

we feel completely powerless, helpless, 

not able to do something for someone 

who we saw with great force and energy 

and is now being lost into a world of 

silence and forgetfulness. 

What can we do about this? Well, many 

things! It is not enough just to pray and 

ask God that everything is resolved. No, 

we must also prepare ourselves for his 

or her departure and know how to say 

goodbye to them. Knowing that sooner 

or later they will go and what we are 

doing for them here and now are both 

really important.

‘In life, brother, in life.’ You have to give 

love now and do not remember them 

with sadness later on, when they are 

dead, when there is nothing to be done.

Of course, many families are reluctant, 

and I know that sometimes it is very 

difficult to let them go, but we must. 

Just as, at first, it is difficult to accept the 

disease and, in fact, many families do 

not accept it. The same is true when it 

comes to accepting that they eventually 

have to go.

It is easy to say I have lived 45 years 

having my father with Alzheimer’s 

disease and other members of my family 

with the same problem. It is easy to say, 

but it is also very hard to face it as a son 

and as a family member.

I have had the experience of living every 

stage of the illness with my father, who 

died in June 1998. I personally think it’s 

been a hard, while at the same time a 

wonderful, experience to provide care.

It’s been a hard, while at 

the same time a wonderful, 

experience to provide care
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