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An individual living with dementia may exhibit verbal repetition (also referred to as 

perseverating) or physical repetition (i.e. repetitive movements like rubbing hands together 

again and again). The individual may appear to be very clingy and shadow the person 

caring for them, even following them to the toilet. Unfortunately, people who perseverate 

are often characterized as “attention seekers.” In truth, they have little insight or control 

over this.  

POSSIBLE TRIGGERS AND CAUSES 

 Feelings of insecurity or loss  

 Loneliness  

 Separation from a loved one  

 Under- or over-stimulation  

 Inability to express a need (e.g. someone fidgeting with clothes may need to go to the 

bathroom)  

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER 

 Actively listen with yes/no questions. Asking closed-ended questions that prompt a 

simple “yes” or “no” response can be an effective way of exploring what your loved 

one is trying to express. Since their language abilities may be limited, this can also be 

an easier way for them to engage with you and for you to promote successful 

communication. 

 Look for a trigger to the behaviour. Does the repetition occur around certain people or 

surroundings, or at a certain time of day? Is the person trying to communicate 

something? Calling out might indicate presence of pain or discomfort. 

 Speak calmly and answer the question like the first time.  Acknowledge and respond to 

the emotion behind the question. If an explanation does not help, try a distraction such 

as a walk, food, or doing a favourite activity.  

 Avoid confronting or being impatient by reminding the person that they have already 

asked the question. 

 Try to turn the behaviour into a meaningful and familiar activity. For example dusting 

the same area over and over again or folding laundry.  
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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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