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Overview  of Dementia & 
Responsive Behaviours & the 
Older Adult 

1 

Education for Health Care Providers 

Part 3: Causes of Responsive 

Behaviours  
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The “Developmental Brain” Concept 

A useful way to understand behaviour changes in dementia is to 

consider the three levels of function of the “Developmental Brain”: 

 

1. Cortex and/or forebrain   

(Thinking Brain)  

2. Midbrain (Emotional Brain)  

3. Lower brain or brain stem  

(Instinctual Brain) 
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As this shrinkage occurs, reversion to primitive behaviours originating in 
the midbrain (Emotional Brain) and lower brain (Instinctual Brain) 
become more evident.  

Consequently, behavioural responses to normal physical, social, or 
emotional stressors such as hunger, pain or being alone are more likely 
to be emotional (e.g. irritability or emotional lability), or instinctual (e.g. 
rummaging / hoarding, fight or flight) rather than analytical, rational, or 
logical. One also sees re-emergence of primitive reflexes such as grasp 
reflex and PARATONIA. 

The “Developmental Brain” Concept 

As Alzheimer’s Dementia 

(AD) progresses, the 

cortex or forebrain 

(Thinking Brain) 

becomes impaired as it 

shrinks through the 

stages of the disease. 
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Common Causes for Responsive 

Behaviours 

● There are many potential contributory factors, both internal and 

external, to the individual that may contribute to or trigger 

responsive behaviours  

 

● The P.I.E.C.E.S.™ Framework is a useful tool to approaching the 

identification of contributory factors   

 P hysical problem or discomfort 

 I ntellectual / cognitive changes (Primitive Brain & 7 "A"s) 

 E motional  

 C apabilities 

 E nvironment  

 S ocial/cultural 
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Physical Factors 

● A change in behaviour may relate physical factors such as: 

 discomfort  as a result of pain, hunger, etc. 

 delirium secondary to acute medical problems such as 

infection, heart failure, metabolic abnormalities, etc. 

 diseases (chronic but unstable such as Diabetes Mellitus) 

 drugs and alcohol which includes changes in usage and 

withdrawal 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

Intellectual Factors 

● Understanding the physiology and 

associated function of a healthy 

brain, versus the deterioration of the 

diseased brain and associated 

functional impairment, provides an 

insight as to why the person with 

dementia might interpret and react 

to their surroundings differently. 

“Their reality is not our reality.” 

● Understand the concept of the developmental brain (Thinking, 

Emotional and Instinctual Brain) and its relationship to the 7 A’s 

of dementia are important to interpreting the intellectual factors 

contributing to responsive behaviours.  
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Emotional Factors 

People with Alzheimer's can form new 

emotional associations and memories related 

to how they're treated or by an experience.  

 

Then, sometime later, and out of context, they 

may exhibit the associated emotion, although 

they can't consciously recall the incident 

related to that emotion. 

This is referred to as Emotional Memory or 

Plasticity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In someone with a healthy brain, emotions can be complex enough, 

however, when a person is suffering from a dementia, the trigger-

responses are harder to interpret .  Look for signs of depression, 

anxiety, difficulties in adjusting to new situations, hallucinations and 

delusions. 
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● Functional capabilities, or lack thereof, can create a mismatch 
between individuals capabilities and the expectations of them for 
completing daily tasks. 

● If expectations exceed individuals capabilities there will likely be 
frustration and/or potential for anger or irritability for both the 
individual and/or their caregiver. 

● Conversely if expectations are below the individuals capabilities they 
may become bored, restless and withdraw.  

Capabilities (Functional) 
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Environment 

● Changes in environment as a 

result of a relocation may result in 

an inability  to orient oneself to the 

new environment, with resulting 

feeling being lost, "in the wrong 

place” and  "needing to go home".  

 

 

● Excessive inappropriate stimulation in terms of noise, lighting, or 

people may be confusing and  threatening to the individual. 

● Conversely, familiar objects such as furniture, photos or music may 

be reassuring and calming. 

 

 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

Social and Cultural Factors 

It is important to understand the whole 

person and who they were before 

behavioural changes became evident, by 

examining social and cultural factors by 

reviewing their: 

 

● Life history  

● Life accomplishments  

● Historical relationship with family 

● Social network 

● Noxious social interactions with family 

and caregivers 

● Interaction with other residents 
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