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Dementia causes a variety of changes in the individual’s function (see below). These 

changes can impact on their awareness and perception of their environment and 

interactions with others. As a result, their response and behaviour towards friends and 

loved ones may be altered. For example, when tired and in poor lighting they may not 

recognize someone or where they are and so feel anxious and unsafe and respond 

accordingly.  

HOW DOES DEMENTIA IMPACT BRAIN FUNCTION?  

• Impairment of memory – The person with dementia experience short term memory 

problems followed by later losses in long-term memory, habitual memory and 

unconscious memory. They have no control over this and may have variable 

awareness of this.  

• Loss of language – The person with dementia may initially experience problems with 

word finding and verbal fluency. Theses gaps may prompt the care partners often fill in 

the blanks. You may be right some days but not others, frustrating you both.  

• Impairment of recognition – The person with dementia may lose the ability to 

recognize people or places, usually in the order they came into his life. Those who 

entered first, such as during childhood, are the last forgotten and those who entered 

last, like grandchildren, the first.  

• Challenges with purposeful actions – The person with dementia may have 

challenges in terms of the ability to plan, sequence and execute the steps of a 

particular task. For example, when getting dressed, putting on trousers first, and then 

underwear.  

• No knowledge of your disease – “You don’t know that you don’t know.” The 

individual is not in denial; they believe they have the same abilities as always. This 

may result in them lacking the insight to know they needs help and may even resist 

care.  

• Loss of perceptual acuity –Your family member can experience hallucinations 

(seeing things that aren’t there) or, more often, illusions (misperceiving what is there).  

• Problems with wayfinding – The individual may have difficulty in navigating familiar 

spaces both inside and outside the home. 

• Loss of initiative – While often mistaken for being “lazy” or “sleepy,” loss of initiative 

or apathy is common and begins early. He or She may lose interest in participating in 

activities.  
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Some of the common “responsive behaviours” include apathy, agitation, paranoia, 

wandering, sun-downing, sleep disruption, hoarding of items and food, and repetitive 

behaviours. They can place enormous stress on families and caregivers. Understanding 

and perhaps anticipating why someone is behaving in a particular way may help families 

and caregivers to cope. 

The P.I.E.C.E.S.TM acronym of Physical, Intellectual, Emotional, Capacity, Environment 

and Social is a useful framework for understanding how dementia and associated issues 

may impact on behaviour.  

Physical  

Some of the common physical factors that may contribute to a change in behaviour include 

discomfort, impaired senses (hearing and vision), medications, alcohol and delirium. 

• Discomfort: For example, pain, a full bladder, constipation, being too hot or cold, 

hunger, thirst, lack of sleep, ill-fitting clothing or shoes can all create discomfort and 

resulting irritability, anxiety and agitation.  

• Impaired senses: Impairment of hearing and vision are common and if uncorrected 

can result in communication difficulties and difficulties in recognizing people or 

responding appropriately. 

• Medications and Alcohol: For example, certain medications (prescription, over-the-

counter, and herbal), illicit drugs, and alcohol can create problems of drowsiness, 

confusion, blurred vision etc. It is important to talk to a health care provider about new 

drugs, possible drug interactions, and drug withdrawal when new undesirable  

behavior changes occur. 

• Delirium: The presence of delirium is suggested by an acute and sudden onset of 

fluctuating/changing symptoms, decreased attention, change in cognition (memory, 

disorientation, language, and perception) and disturbance in sleep-wake pattern. A 

number of things can cause delirium in a vulnerable individual including urinary tract 

infection, pneumonia, medications, pain, cardiac conditions, dehydration, and nutrition 

deficiencies. 

Intellectual (Dementia) 

Dementia is associated with degeneration of the brain cells (i.e., losing neurons) in various 

parts of the brain which can impair normal function and alter behaviour. The behavior 

changes you see often depend on which part of the brain is losing cells. For instance, the 

frontal lobe controls our ability to focus, pay attention, be motivated and other aspects of 

personality. Therefore, when cells in the frontal lobes of the brain are lost, people are less 
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able to plan and stay focused. They are often less motivated and become more passive. 

The frontal lobes also control our impulses. Someone with frontal lobe deficits may act 

rudely or insensitively. The diagram and table summarize the role of the various parts of 

the brain and impact an abnormality may have on behaviour. 

 

Table: Summary of Brain Function & Behaviour 

Brain area Function Associated Behaviour 

Frontal lobes Executive function • Unable to initiate (may appear lazy, or 

uncooperative) 

• Impulsivity    

• Problems with planning and sequencing of 

activities  

• Grabbing items (Grasp reflex) and 

Paratonia. 

Temporal 

lobes 

Language  

Memory 

• Frustration with problems with 

communication 

• Annoying repetitive questions 

• Unsafe use of tools or stove 

• Disorientation.   

Parietal lobes Language analysis 

Calculations 

• Vague historian,  

• Unable to manage finances or driving 
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Spatial perception  

Sequencing 

• Dressing, gait or eating difficulties may be 

present  

• Failure to recognize people/objects 

• Difficulty in using tools and common 

equipment 

• Lacks insight into disease 

Occipital 

lobes 

Vision  

Depth perception 

• Startled response 

• Afraid of tub water (appears too deep) 

• Messy when pouring liquids, etc.    

Cerebellum 

Brain stem 

Sub-cortical 

areas 

Balance Voluntary & 

Involuntary 

movements 

• Falls 

• Slow movements 

• Aspiration pneumonia 

Limbic 

Hippocampus 

Memory retrieval & 

connects behaviour 

with memories,  

Regulates sleep, 

appetite 

• Blaming others 

• Irritability and depression 

• Day-night reversal  

• Hot/cold perception changes  

 
Emotional  

Dementia can prevent the person from being able to recognize and/or say what they are 

feeling. It is important not to make assumptions about how a person is feeling – ask them! 

Also, many people living with dementia rely on others for emotional cues (e.g., if you are 

anxious and worried, many people living with dementia will mirror your emotions and 

become anxious and worried). Anxiety or depression can further impair a person’s 

memory, sleep, and appetite and cause them to more aware of body symptoms and 

irritable. This can contribute to a variety of behaviours including worsening confusion, 

agitation, argumentative, calling out, and sleep disruption.  
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Capabilities  

Knowing what the person can and cannot do will help you to build on their strengths. It is 

also important to appreciate that if there is a miss-match between capabilities and 

expectations the person may feel frustrated or overwhelmed. Use the person’s strengths to 

make sure tasks make use of their abilities but are not too challenging so abilities are kept 

as long as possible and the person does not get overwhelmed. 

Environment 

Dementia alters how a person responds to their environment. A person living with 

dementia may be forgetful and have trouble following conversations. They may become 

angry and frustrated because they cannot follow what is going on. Noise, conversation, 

crowds, and activity may be over-stimulating and too difficult to process or understand.  

A supportive environment will help the person living with dementia feel safe and 

comfortable. This may include: being flexible to meet changing needs, respecting the need 

for privacy, providing appropriate cues or information, avoiding changes in environment, 

routine, and relocation, and improving  lighting, visual cues, and contrasting colours 

Social 

It is essential to understand that social and cultural factors that may impact behavior of the 

person living with dementia:  

• Past experiences (e.g., education, work, special skills, veteran),  

• Likes, dislikes, and hobbies, preference for privacy and for social interactions,  

• Past routines and coping strategies  

• Cultural, spiritual beliefs and values, and things that make life meaningful 

• Relationship with family (past and present) 

• Interactions with others 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

• Alzheimer Society of Canada alzheimer.ca/en 

• Responsive and reactive Behaviours alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/im-caring-person-

living-dementia/understanding-symptoms/responsive-reactive-

behaviours#Specific_responsive_behaviours:_Aggression_and_agitation 

• Shifting Focus: A Guide to Understanding Dementia Behaviour 

brainxchange.ca/Public/Files/Behaviour/ShiftingFocusBooklet.aspx  

• South East Behavioural Supports Ontario southeast.behaviouralsupportsontario.ca/  

• Ontario Community Support Association www.ocsa.on.ca/ 

• P.I.E.C.E.S. Canada pieceslearning.com/ 

• Caregiver’s Guide to Dementia Behaviours www.agingcare.com/topics/8/dementia-

behaviors  

 

https://alzheimer.ca/en
https://alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/im-caring-person-living-dementia/understanding-symptoms/responsive-reactive-behaviours#Specific_responsive_behaviours:_Aggression_and_agitation
https://alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/im-caring-person-living-dementia/understanding-symptoms/responsive-reactive-behaviours#Specific_responsive_behaviours:_Aggression_and_agitation
https://alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/im-caring-person-living-dementia/understanding-symptoms/responsive-reactive-behaviours#Specific_responsive_behaviours:_Aggression_and_agitation
https://brainxchange.ca/Public/Files/Behaviour/ShiftingFocusBooklet.aspx
https://southeast.behaviouralsupportsontario.ca/
http://www.ocsa.on.ca/
http://pieceslearning.com/
http://www.agingcare.com/topics/8/dementia-behaviors
http://www.agingcare.com/topics/8/dementia-behaviors

