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A comparative study of Sweden and Japan: Support systems for family
caregivers of the elderly with dementia based on a family perspective

Eriko Kuso

This paper aims to compare support systems in Sweden and Japan for family caregivers of the
elderly with dementia, from the family’s perspective (anhorigperspektiv in Swedish).

First, the history and social support for family caregivers of the elderly with dementia in the
two countries were analyzed. The Swedish government began focusing on family members living
with the elderly requiring care in the 1990’s, and developed a support system for family caregivers
as part of the social services policy. The family consultant employed by the municipality provides
support and advice to family caregivers—a signature system in Sweden. However, historically,
Japanese society and social care insurance for the elderly have not supported family caregivers
despite receiving requests for these services. Self-help groups have played an important role in
supporting them.

Interview-based research using vignettes of the supporters for the elderly with dementia
and family caregivers in the two countries was conducted. Each vignette was a specific case
related to a conflict in a family that included an elderly person with dementia. Interviewees
were shown the vignette and asked to respond on how they deal with the case. In both countries,
all interviewees evaluated family caregivers’ (living with the patient) burden as quite heavy.
The responses regarding addressing the case differed between in the two countries. The family
consultant in Sweden responded that he would suggest options for respite, for example, free respite
care, as prepared by the municipality. He emphasized that the approach to family caregivers is
necessary; placing them at the center of support. Interviewees in Japan, especially staff working
for the elderly, indicated that they wished to do something for family caregivers; however, they
had no suggestions as per the present system. Interviewees from the self-help groups responded
that listening to what family caregivers feel and think when caring for the patient and sharing
their feelings are important. Furthermore, if required, they provided advice on treating dementia
symptoms and receiving help from the municipality.

The support for family caregivers in the two countries differs in terms of public or private
systems. However, in both countries, supporters working for the elderly with dementia and family
caregivers understand the family caregivers’ burden. Furthermore, supporters of family caregivers
(family consultant in Sweden, staff of self-help group in Japan) emphasize family caregivers
themselves as the center of support.



