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Apathy is a word that describes loss of interest, motivation and/or persistence. It means 

not caring and not being social with others. The person with dementia may become 

apathetic and feel unmotivated to do anything. Apathy can be a symptom of depression but 

it can also occur separately from depression.  

Apathy is much more common in people with dementia than in older people who don’t 

have dementia. About 2–5% of older people without dementia have apathy, but about 50–

70% of people with dementia have apathy. People with dementia tend to become more 

likely to develop apathy as their condition progresses. However, apathy can start during 

the very early stages in some types of dementia – such as frontotemporal dementia, 

dementia with Lewy bodies (DLB) or Parkinson’s disease dementia. Once a person has 

apathy it tends to continue, rather than come and go.  

It can be distressing for a caregiver or family member to see the person with dementia 

withdrawing from social gatherings and other activities. Understanding the causes of 

apathy and how to respond to it can be helpful.  

POSSIBLE TRIGGERS AND CAUSES  

Apathy happens because the frontal lobe, an area of the brain responsible for planning, 

judgment, and insight, becomes damaged. Unfortunately if a person with apathy withdraws 

and stops doing things they may lose their confidence and abilities, and their apathy can 

get worse.  

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER  

 Try to engage the person with dementia in activities that they enjoy. It is important to 

make sure they can fully participate and not be overwhelmed.  

 Try introducing a small amount of the activity at a time.  

 Choose flexible activities that can be changed to suit the person’s needs.  

 Put more emphasize on the process of doing things and not the results.  

 Avoid activities where they may not be able to complete the task.  

 Help them feel valued and productive.  

 Be ready to help them start an activity and encourage them.  

 Consider activities that do not require active participation, such as listening to music.  

 Some people with dementia may respond to a type of medication called a 

cholinesterase inhibitor. You may want to discuss this with a doctor.  
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Alzheimer Society of Canada alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/find-your-society 

 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/ 
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