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Introduction 
Meeting Centres are places for people to socialise, get involved in activities and 
access information to help to meet their needs. They are a form of community-led 
support for people living with dementia and those that support them. 

It can be challenging for Meeting Centres to keep going long term, so we carried 
out a 2-year research project called Get Real with Meeting Centres, funded by 
The National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR). This project looked 
at how Meeting Centres can run both sustainably and successfully, and the issues 
they face in doing this.  

We have a spoken to a wide range of people involved with Meeting Centres in 
England and Wales. They have helped us find out how things work and what the 
challenges are. 

In this booklet we talk about what we have learnt, in seven broad topics: 

• Health/care services and Meeting Centres 
• Meeting Centre membership 
• Benefits for those in a caring role 
• Transport issues (Getting to the venue) 
• Links with the community 
• Meeting Centre personnel and practice 
• Finances and funding 
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Meeting Centres typically do not insist on members having a formal diagnosis of 
dementia. Nevertheless, whether you’re a member or are considering becoming 
one, you may be accessing local health and care services in some way – e.g. 
seeing your GP, visiting a memory clinic, speaking to a dementia advisor, or 
getting support at home. 

The health and social care system is made up of lots of different people and 
services from different organisations. This can be complex, so don’t be afraid to 
ask for help and information to understand what is on offer. 

You can contact a Meeting Centre directly about attending. However, various 
health and care services can refer people to Meeting Centres as well, and can 
also work with them once you are member. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestions: 
If you are unsure which health and care services might be available 
to you, or you are struggling to understand who does what, you are 
not alone – ask a health or care professional to explain things, or 
connect you with someone who can.   

If you are thinking about joining a Meeting Centre, you can contact 
your local Meeting Centre directly – but you can also ask your GP, 
nurse or care advisor about it and see if they can put you in touch, or 
provide you with some information. 
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Promotion 
Making people aware of Meeting Centres is key to recruiting members, but it can 
be difficult as promotion takes time, resources and the right contacts. Word-of-
mouth in the community can help. 

 

Appropriateness and access 
Whether someone attends a Meeting Centre or not will depend upon whether they 
feel it is appropriate for them. 

There may also be barriers to accessing it, such as cost or practical problems. 
The Meeting Centre may be able to help you source support with these. 

Taking the step to go to a Meeting Centre may feel daunting, especially if you’re 
not used to attending social groups or are still coming to terms with a diagnosis of 
dementia. 

 

Suggestion: 
If you go to a Meeting Centre, spread the word by talking about it with 
people you know, and come into contact with. 

 

Suggestions: 
If you are thinking about joining a Meeting Centre but might need 
additional support, discuss your situation with professionals and 
Meeting Centre staff. 

If you have any concerns or are unsure if a Meeting Centre is right 
for you, ask to discuss this. Meeting Centre staff can help you give it 
a try, with no commitment to keep attending if it’s not for you. 

If you are unfamiliar with what Meeting Centres offer contact your 
local Meeting Centre staff for information. 
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Range of activities 
Meeting Centres aim to offer a variety of activities. People might be put off 
attending if they feel there is too little choice, with things that don’t appeal to them. 
Some people might be concerned that they will be asked to take part in something 
they are not interested in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestion: 
If you go to a Meeting Centre, let people know what you’re interested 
in and would like to do, and feel free to offer your help. 
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The Meeting Centre model suggests that people with dementia and family and 
friends that support them should attend together where possible to fully benefit 
from what a Meeting Centre can offer. 

However, sometimes a Meeting Centre can become so focussed on the needs of 
the people with dementia that it leaves little time for carers to get support, which is 
an issue those running the Meeting Centre should be aware of. 

Carers may have to weigh up conflicting needs and demands. Attending a 
Meeting Centre may not be the most urgent; or they may not understand how 
engaging more with a Meeting Centre might help them. 

Meeting Centres need to have something to offer family carers, and it needs to be 
clear what that might be.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestions: 
If you are a carer or support someone with dementia and are unsure 
what a Meeting Centre can offer you, it’s a good idea to reach out. 
Discuss your situation with the health and social care professionals 
you see, or Meeting Centre staff. They can also help you get the right 
support, if needed. 

If you are unfamiliar with what Meeting Centres are and have to offer, 
you can contact your local Meeting Centre staff for information. You 
can also read the University of Worcester’s Essential Features of a 
Meeting Centre booklet.  
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The location of a Meeting Centre can present some challenges, including how 
easily people can get there. 

In rural areas people are more likely to have further to travel – and public transport 
is likely to be less available. People with dementia, and those that care for them, 
might be unable to drive, be on a tight financial budget or have health or mobility 
issues, which can make things even more challenging. Some people may not 
have anyone who can support them to go to somewhere like a Meeting Centre. 

If people have to cross borders into different areas or communities, that can also 
act as a barrier to attending. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestions: 
If you are considering attending a Meeting Centre but might need 
additional support to get there, discuss your situation with Meeting 
Centre staff or care professionals you have contact with. They can 
offer advice on what might be available to you. 

If you are uncertain if you can attend a Meeting Centre in a 
neighbouring area, get in touch and ask. 
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Meeting Centres can benefit greatly by forging links and partnerships with people 
and groups in the local community.  

These include local businesses, charities and social enterprise groups; clubs, 
hobby groups, religious and cultural groups; councillors and other community 
leaders; police, fire and ambulance services and more. Links can be forged 
through inviting people in or going out to visit them; working together on small 
projects; or putting on events together. 

This can boost promotion by word-of-mouth, and ultimately help find new 
members, introduce new activities and even help to source funding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestion: 
If you have any links with groups, organisations or key people in the 
community, then talk to them about the Meeting Centre and what it 
does. This will help to spread the word and get support. 
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Personnel recruitment 
Having a range of skilled, motivated individuals with the right ethos and approach 
to run Meeting Centres is key to their quality and sustainability – whether that is 
managers, staff, volunteers or trustees.   

Volunteers can come from various backgrounds, but often have experience of 
working in health and social care, or caring for a family member or friend. 

Carers of existing or previous members often go on to volunteer. People living 
with dementia may also take on a volunteering role: for example giving support to 
other individuals who attend or helping with small chores or odd jobs that need 
doing during the Meeting Centre day. Both carers and people with dementia may 
act as trustees of a Meeting Centre, with some support.  

 

Person-centred and ability-focussed practice 
A person-centred ethos is at the heart of Meeting Centres. By ‘person-centred’ we 
mean valuing people with dementia and those that care for them, treating them as 
individuals, paying attention to their perspective and creating a positive social 
environment for them. Person-centredness is central to a high quality experience 
that meets the needs of everyone.

Suggestion: 
If you go to a Meeting Centre, let staff and volunteers know what you’d 
prefer to do or not do. Feel free to make suggestions for future 
activities. 

Suggestion: 
If you attend a Meeting Centre, or are thinking about attending, 
consider whether you might like to take on a volunteering role, or 
even act as a trustee. You can discuss this with the Meeting Centre 
manager. 
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Many Meeting Centres run on a combination of different income and funding 
streams. Finding available external funding is a key part of supporting a Centre to 
keep going. 

It is unlikely Meeting Centres will be able to offer a range of high quality provision 
purely on income from members fees, unless those fees are high. Therefore some 
external income is likely to be necessary in order for Meeting Centres to be 
inclusive and accessible to many. 

Health services and local authorities may recognise the importance of tackling 
social isolation, but most of their resource is taken up by tackling urgent and 
critical health and care needs. This means funding for a social model of support 
such as Meeting Centres may be difficult to get.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggestion: 
If you go to a Meeting Centre, make your voice heard regarding the 
importance of social inclusion and continued citizenship for people 
living with dementia and those that support them. This will help make 
the case for supporting more initiatives like Meeting Centres in the 
future. 
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About the Get Real with Meeting Centres project 

 

This booklet presents independent research funded by the National 
Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR) under its Research for 
Patient Benefit (RfPB), Research for Social Care Programme (Grant 
Reference Number NIHR201861). The views expressed are those of the 
authors and not necessarily those of the NIHR or the Department of 
Health and Social Care. 

Registered with ISRCTN, ref: 10332079; Favourable ethical opinion from Wales REC4, ref: 
21/WA/0185 

Original project grant: Brooker, D., Evans, S.B., Williamson, T., Hullah, N., Tinelli, 
M., Morton, T., Frost, F., Wong, G. & Needham, H. (2021-2023). Sustaining Locally-Driven 
Social Care For Those Affected By Dementia: A Realist Evaluation Of Successful Meeting 
Centres (Get Real with Meeting Centres). 

The Get Real project team: 

University of Worcester (Association for Dementia Studies): Dr Shirley Evans and Prof 
Dawn Brooker (Co-Principal Investigators); Thomas Morton; Faith Frost; Jennifer Bray; Dr 
Ruby Swift; Dr Chris Russell; Prof Tracey Williamson; Dr Becky Oatley; Nathan Stephens.  

Collaborators: Nigel Hullah (3 Nations Dementia Working Group); Dr Geoffrey Wong 
(Nuffield Dept of Primary Care Health Sciences, University of Oxford); Dr Michela Tinelli 
(London School of Economics and Political Science); Hannah Perrott (Worcestershire 
County Council). 

 

We would like to thank all Meeting Centre attendees, staff, volunteers, 
trustees, and external partners, for participating in this research.   

 

For more information on Get Real:  

The Get Real and SCI-Dem Projects online blog: scidemreview.wordpress.com  

Email: t.morton@worc.ac.uk  Twitter: @ThomasMortonADS  
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The Association for Dementia Studies – Changing Hearts and Minds in 
Dementia Care 

The Association for Dementia Studies (ADS) is a multi-professional university research and 
education centre. We make a cutting-edge contribution to developing evidence-based 

practical ways of working with people living with dementia, their families, friends and carers 
that enable them to live well. 

If you think that we can help please contact us. 

Email: dementia@worc.ac.uk 

Tel: +44 1905 855000 

The Association for Dementia Studies 
University of Worcester 

Henwick Grove 
Worcester 
WR2 6AJ 

UK 
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