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How to Cope with the Physical Aggression of 
Alzheimer’s 

What to Do When Someone With Dementia Lashes Out Physically 
 
By Paula Spencer Scott, Caring.com senior editor From:  
 
Physical aggression -- hitting, biting, scratching, spitting, and otherwise lashing out -- is not uncommon in 
someone in the later stages of a dementia illness such as Alzheimer's disease.  
 
There are two main reasons why people with dementia may turn violent:  
  
 Personality changes brought on by the disease include loss of inhibition and self-control. A 
mild-mannered individual may do things he or she never would have previously.  
  
 Emotional or physical discomfort is the top trigger for physical aggression. The person feels 
insecure, threatened, angry, tired, embarrassed, humiliated, or otherwise vulnerable but lacks the ability 
to communicate these emotions in a socially acceptable way.  
  

How to prevent aggression  
  
 Try to keep the person calm, secure, and comfortable. Make sure the person is dry (if he or 
she wears adult sanitary products) and is neither hungry nor thirsty. People with Alzheimer's forget to eat 
and can't always tell you what they need.  
  
 Keep to basic household routines. Ideally, sleep and meals happen in a predictable way every 
day. Ideally, the person with Alzheimer's gets fresh air (weather permitting) every day and/or gets a little 
exercise, even if it's just walking through the house.  
  
 Keep a written log of what was happening just before violent outbursts. Try using the 
ABC method to understand Alzheimer's behavior. You may soon see a pattern. If bathing tends to spark 
violence, for example, can you tell what seems most upsetting about it? If it's being cold, maybe you can 
turn up the heat, shut the bathroom door, and run towels and a robe in the dryer before you begin.  
  
 Prepare the person for triggers as best you can. Obviously you can't preempt every upset -- 
if a substitute care helper shows up, you still need the help of that person even if the new face is upsetting 
to the person with Alzheimer's. But while it's not usually productive to rationalize with someone who has 
dementia, telling them about an upcoming change is considerate and may offer a little preparation. Keep 
your tone calm and upbeat -- letting your own frustration show through words or body language will only 
make your loved one tense and more on edge.  
 

How to respond in the heat of the moment  
 Try to stay calm. Don't fight back or raise your voice. Even cues that you're nervous might get  
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picked up by someone with Alzheimer's, and that can increase the aggression. Leave the room if you need 
to pull yourself together.  
  
 Stay safe. Obviously you don't want your charge to fall or hurt herself, but your own safety needs 
to be paramount. Step back if the person is out of control, rather than stepping in to restrain or overpower.  
 
 Don't argue. Make it your goal to avoid escalating the behavior, not to get your way or prove 
yourself right.  
 
 Resist the temptation to punish. The notion of cause and effect is beyond the cognition of 
someone with serious dementia. Issuing consequences (no snack, a lecture) will only add to the 
person's upset, and to the violence.  

 
 Distract. Try breaking the mood by stopping and starting again in 15 minutes. Change to a new 
activity, or even just move to a new room. If bathing has gotten off on the wrong foot, for example, switch 
to something you know your loved one enjoys -- listening to music, having a snack. Then get back to the 
bath later, taking care to eliminate or soften the trigger if you can. (Maybe you play the favorite music in 
the bathroom this time.)  

 
 Self-soothe in healthy ways. After a troubling incident, take care of yourself, too. Call a friend 

or reach out to an online Alzheimer's forum
[1]

. Do not isolate yourself physically from others (a 

common practice, since caregivers
[2]

 grow afraid to have others see their loved one "this way").  

 
As a final resort  
   
 Ask the doctor about medication. Nobody likes to think about worst-case scenarios, but    
sometimes, in serious situations, prescription medications (ranging from antidepressants to 
antipsychotics) are used to curb physical aggression.  
  
 Consider -- or at least stay open-minded about -- a new living situation. Signs that 

home care
[3]

 may no longer be viable include violent episodes that become routine (weekly or more 
often), medication that doesn't help, and yourself or a family member being injured or at risk of injury.  
 
Links 
http://caring.com/forums/alzheimers-forum  
http://www.caring.com/caregiver  
http://www.caring.com/home-care  
 

Caring.com is an informational site only. Neither Caring.com nor its partners provide medical advice, diagnosis 
or treatment, or legal, financial, or other professional services advice or advice about what service providers to 
use. By using our website, you agree to the Terms of Use (http://www.caring.com) 
Reprinted with permission.  

IMPORTANT NOTICES AND DISCLAIMER 

Vouga Elder Law welcomes the opportunity to become your trusted guide and counselor on the types of legal matters discussed in this handout.  Only after an appointment, at 

which time we will provide advice to match your particular circumstances, should the reader make any decisions on what to do or not to do.  Providing, publishing, or 
distributing this handout is not intended to create, and receipt does not create, any attorney-client relationship between Vouga Elder Law (or the contributing author) and the 

recipient or reader.  No one should act or not take action on the basis of anything contained in this handout without seeking specific legal advice from Vouga Elder Law by 

making an appointment to discuss the recipient=s or reader=s particular facts and circumstances. 
 

This handout is current as of the date it is first printed.  Because of constantly changing laws, after the date it was first printed, this handout may not reflect the most current legal 

developments, minimum and maximum income, asset, or other monetary amounts for Veterans benefits, SSI, or Medicaid purposes, or administrative or court decisions.  

Information in this handout should not be taken as an indication of future outcomes. 
 

All information in this handout is for informational purposes only.  This handout is not offered as legal or any other kind of advice to the recipient or to the reader.  Vouga Elder 

Law and the contributing author expressly disclaim all liability, including, but not limited to, any and all consequences, to any person in any respect as to anything done or not 
done, whether wholly or partly, in reliance upon the whole or any part of the contents of this handout. 

 

The choice of a lawyer is an important decision and should not be based solely on advertisements. 
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