
 
 

Guidelines for a constitution for a national Alzheimer 
association 
 
These notes are only intended to be a general guide as to points to be decided in 
principle.  You will need to get advice from a friendly local lawyer. 
 
1. Why have a constitution? 
Most Alzheimer associations start with a small group of carers and other interested 
people who know each other and who need only a very simple set of written rules.  
However, once the group is established and the number of members grows and it has 
money to hold, a more formal structure is needed.  It is necessary for your association to 
have a permanent legal existence separate from the individual members which will 
involve some kind of incorporation or registration procedure.  You will need to have a 
permanent address to know that enquiries, messages and correspondence will be 
efficiently dealt with or passed onto the right person. 
 
2. Name 
The first step is to decide on a name.  It needs to make clear what the association is 
about but you want to think if there is some word or phrase in your language which is 
especially appropriate.  Think also if there may be misunderstandings when the name is 
abbreviated or only initials used.  Check with ADI to ensure that the name you choose is 
consistent with the world-wide corporate identity of ADI. 
 
3. Purpose of your association 
The aim is to support people with dementia and their families, but you may have to word 
it in a way which is acceptable to your government or the appropriate government 
agencies as in many countries special tax and other concessions are given to charities or 
other organisations which are not profit-making and are for the benefit of the public. 
 
4. The office-bearers 
Office-bearers are the essential voluntary, unpaid people to lead your association.  They 
make important decisions, make policy and generally take ultimate responsibility for the 
success of the association.  You will need:- 
 
4.1 A Chairman.  He or she is the leader, the person responsible for inspiring the 
organisation, and presenting its public face.  This can be a demanding task and it is best 
to choose someone with adequate time to spare.  The Chairman is often someone 
professionally involved with Alzheimer’s, or a carer or, if he/she can spare the time, a 
leading public figure. 
 
4.2 A Treasurer.  Someone, preferably with accountancy or banking experience, who can 
keep or supervise the finances, the accounts and the audit. 
 
4.3 Some countries also like to have a President of their association in addition to a 
Chairman.  Usually he/she is some prominent person who is not expected to be closely 
involved but whose name indicates that the association is respectable. 



 
5. The Board 
5.1 Your association will need a Board to discuss and decide matters of policy and to 
decide important matters referred to it.  The Board should reflect the various interests of 
your association so that no section feels left out and so that a common strategy can be 
worked out.  The Board will consist of the Chairman, and the Treasurer, together with 
some ordinary members.  Usually the ordinary board members are elected for three 
years and to keep a smooth succession you need to provide that half of the longest 
serving members retire each year and, if they wish, stand for re-election.  If you can 
persuade more people to stand for election each year so that there is a contested 
election it helps to avoid any worries that your association is just in the hands of a small 
group of friends. 
 
5.2 The Board should not consist of more than about 10-12 people including the 
Chairman, the Treasurer, elected representatives of carers and representatives of local 
branches (where they exist). 
 
5.3 It is important that written records are kept of meetings of the Board including who 
attended and what decisions were made.  It is usual for one or more small sub-
committees to be appointed by the Board to deal with administrative and financial 
matters between Board meetings.  It is also usual to have a small medical and scientific 
group to advise the Board.  You should state the minimum period between Board 
meetings (which might be three months) but of course the Board can decide to meet 
more frequently.  The Board will decide how the administration of the association is 
organised. 
 
6. Annual General Meetings 
6.1 The association needs to have a formal meeting which all members can attend each 
year.  Sufficient notice needs to be given to all members.  People who are not members 
can be invited to attend and may be invited to speak but not to vote.  A written record of 
the Meeting and of decisions and elections needs to be kept.  The Chairman presents 
his/her Annual Report showing what has happened to the association during the past 
year.  Members can then ask questions and if they are satisfied they vote to adopt the 
Report.  The Treasurer then presents his/her Report and Audited Accounts and again 
members can ask questions and if satisfied, adopt the accounts as correct.  A senior 
member of the administrative staff (if any) may also present a report.  Often there will be 
an inspiring speech outlining future plans by the Chairman or a speech by a prominent 
invited person.  Elections are then held to fill vacancies which have arisen through 
resignations or when a term of office has expired.  Although not part of the constitution 
there is often a social function after the AGM at which everyone can mix and converse 
informally. 
 
6.2 Elections.  Usually a person being proposed for election to any office has to agree in 
writing in advance and at least two members have to support the proposal.  The notice of 
the Annual General Meeting should state what offices will be vacant and invite proposals 
and consents in sufficient time for lists to be prepared and, if you decide to have secret 
voting, voting papers.  Some associations just have a show of hands.  If the meeting 
agrees, a person can be proposed for election at the meeting. 
 
6.3 You need to state who is entitled to vote.  Usually every member of the association 
has one vote at a General Meeting whether they hold an office or not.  Members who 
cannot attend (and corporate members if you have them) are often allowed to name a 



person in writing before the meeting to represent them and vote on their behalf either in a 
specific way or as the person authorised thinks best. 
 
6.4 Most resolutions will need a simple majority.  If equal numbers of votes “For” and 
“Against” are given you can either give the chairman of the meeting an extra vote or state 
that the resolution is not passed.  That does not stop it being voted on again in the future.  
You may think that very important decisions need a larger majority or some kind of 
special procedure.  If so, the kind of decision, the procedure and the majority required 
needs to be stated. 
 
7. Membership 
Decide who are to be members with voting rights.  You may have different classes of 
members depending on whether they are carers, experts, members of the general public 
or, if appropriate, corporate bodies.  Decide the annual subscription for each class. 
 
8. Other important matters 
8.1 Appointment of independent auditors and examiners 
 
8.2 Requirements as to how cheques and other documents affecting the finances of the 
association are to be signed (e.g. two or three signatures of people holding specific 
offices) and as to what needs formal approval by the Board and what needs only simpler 
approval. 
 
8.3 Arrangements if the association has to cease to exist and as to how surplus assets 
should be used.  (This will usually provide for some other similar organisation to receive 
those assets). 
 
8.4 Power for the Board to make and change rules dealing with minor and administrative 
matters. 
 
8.5 Requirements for the constitution to be changed.  This often provides that there is a 
written statement explaining why the change is thought necessary, requires that it can 
only be done at an Annual or specially called General Meeting for which fairly long notice 
has been given, and often requires more than a simple majority, sometimes two-thirds or 
more of members voting in person or if absent, by written authority. 
 
The ADI office is always willing to help as far as it can but it cannot be familiar with all the 
variations of laws and regulations in different countries.  It is helpful if you can get friendly 
experts in different specialities such as law, accountancy, public relations etc to give you 
their advice when needed. 
 
Always remember that the constitution is a set of rules and that if enough members 
agree to changes, it can always be changed.  You will see how it works in practice and if 
you find (as you will) that you need to make changes, you can always propose them and, 
if they are sensible and you explain why you think they are needed, your members will 
probably agree. 
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