
Challenging Behaviors 
& Helpful Approaches

The following are general guidelines for working with patients who have dementia symptoms. For each challenging behavior, a definition is 
offered, followed by specific strategies the caregiver can use. Remember, if a strategy does not work, try something else until the patient is 
calmer and the behavior has stopped or changed for the better.

Agitation, anxiety
 Definition: A person may become restless or agitated; he may feel anxious.
 Response: Use calming phrases and listen to discover a cause. If possible, 
reduce noise and distractions in the environment. Turn off  the television. Try 
moving to another area.  Address unmet needs. They may be scared, upset, 
confused or frustrated, and need reassurance.  

Aggressive, combative 
 Definition: This may be shouting, name calling, or hitting and pushing.
 Response: What happened just before this reaction? Rule out pain. Can you 
shift to a different activity? Singing can be a good distraction.  Speak slowly, and 
remind them who you are.  Do not threaten.  Avoid restraints, if possible. Keep 
yourself safe.  Redirect them to a calm setting and different activity. Avoid 
arguing or correcting. 

Apathy, withdrawal
 Definition: This is withdrawal from activity. 
 Response: It is sometimes mistaken for sadness or depression. Suggest an 
activity.  Reassure them you are there to help. Do not force participation. Don’t 
ask “Do you want to go?”  Instead, say “It is time to go.” Sometimes a gentle touch 
can be appropriate. 

Catastrophic reactions 
 Definition: This is an exaggerated response or over-reaction to an incident. This may 
be a sudden mood change, uncontrolled crying, agitation, restlessness or anger–with or 
without violence.
 Response: Anticipate stressors. Use positive statements. Do not argue or try to 
“reason.” Try distracting and diverting to a pleasant activity. Choose failure-free 
activities. Respond to the emotion they are expressing, not their actions. 
Use planned exercise to reduce stress.  

Clothing:  Layering or removing inappropriately
 Definition: Wearing layers of clothes, wearing wrong clothes for climate. Dressing 
or undressing at wrong place or time.
 Response: Try to substitute appropriate clothes for inappropriate. If in public, 
do not argue. Instead, distract the person and cover exposed body parts. Avoid 
overheating that occurs with multiple layers of clothes. Don’t argue, comment, or 
try to change the clothes if they don’t match. Limit the clothing choices. Try 
to have multiples of their favorite items.

Collecting, hoarding, rummaging
 Definition: Gathering, touching, holding or moving items from one place to another 
repeatedly.   
 Response: Write the person’s name on his belongings. “Tidy up” together as an 
activity. Set up special boxes for rummaging. Remove excess items occasionally. 
Be aware that important things should be put away lest they be lost. Prevent them 
from rummaging in dangerous places, like medicine cabinets, knife drawers, or 
tool boxes.  

Confusion 
 Definition: The person with Alzheimer’s may forget familiar places, people, 
relationships or where they live. Some people forget how to use common items like a 
pen or a fork. 
 Response: Not being recognized is painful, but try not to show you are hurt.  
Offer brief, factual explanations.  Use photos or memorabilia to remind the 
person.  Offer the correct information, “He is your grandson, Patrick.” Do not argue or 
over-correct. Validate feelings.  Always introduce yourself and remind them of the 
relationship.  Or name the object and what it does to help them: “Dad, here is the 
pen, the thing you write with.”

Demanding or accusing, suspicious 
 Definition: The disease may cause the person to perceive things differently. The person 
may misinterpret what he sees or hears. May accuse others of stealing or 
infidelity.
 Response: Don’t take offense – instead try to understand their reality. Don’t 
argue. Offer simple, short answers. Try to move to a different activity.  If something 
is lost, try to replace it.  Validate feelings, but not false beliefs.  Reassure.  Do not 
try to convince them of the truth. 

Hallucinations and delusions
 Definition: Hallucinations are hearing, seeing, tasting, and smelling something not 
experienced by anyone else. Delusions are persistent incorrect beliefs.  For example, “You 
are not my husband.” 
 Response: Check hearing, vision, hearing aids, and glasses.  If harmless, do 
not address, just distract with safe tasks.  Remember, these are real to them.  If 
possible, modify the environment to eliminate causes or triggers.  Do not take 
it personally.  Enter their reality.  For example, if they see people in their room, 
politely “ask” those people to leave.  Open the door and say “good-bye.”  TV can 
contribute to hallucinations and delusions.  They mistake TV for reality.
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The Center for Memory C.A.R.E. at the USF Health Byrd 
Alzheimer’s Institute offers a broad range of services for 
memory-impaired patients and their families.

The Center is part of the I-C.A.R.E concept of health care 
delivery (Individualized Clinical Assessment, Research 
and Education). 

There are three major features of the I-C.A.R.E. concept:
•	 Full	Service.	All multispecialty medical and non-medical services available.
•	 One	Place.	Patients park once. Services can be made available in a 
 single visit.
•	 Individually	Tailored. One size does not fit all. Services are based 
 on patient needs.

We’re easy to find, with easy access. Our seven-story, state-of-the-art building is located 
on the edge of the University of South Florida’s beautiful main campus in Tampa, just off E. 
Fletcher Avenue. You can reach us directly from both I-75 (Exit 266) and I-275 (Exit 52). We’re 
also an easy drive from Tampa International Airport! (Follow signs for I-275 and go north, then 
east on Fletcher Ave.). 

Our arrival and departure entrance is covered to protect you from the weather when dropping 
off patients. We provide parking passes just inside the front door. Parking, of course, is free.

The staff of the 
Byrd Alzheimer’s Institute   
looks forward to your visit.

Repeated movements
 Definition: Using hands or fingers to take apart or pull at things, hitting, or wiping 
surfaces. Chewing, clapping, or picking at self or skin.
 Response: Distract, divert their attention to something else. Offer something to 
hold onto like a ball or stuffed animal. Keep a box of objects of different textures.  
If picking, keep hands clean. Wearing mittens may help.  

Screaming, yelling
 Definition: Repeated loud vocalizations, sometimes expressions of fear or losing control.
 Response: Distract and divert attention – consider using music or singing.  
Offer a repetitive task like mating socks.  Sometimes touch will be appropriate.  

Sexually inappropriate behavior
 Definition: Inappropriate language, public exposure, offensive or misunderstood gestures. 
 Response: Remain calm, do not over-react.  Assist to a private place.  
Avoid scolding, try to ignore behavior and distract or divert to a safe activity. 
Always supervise, even at home.

Sundowning 
 Definition: Increased behaviors in late afternoon or early evening that suggest 
discomfort – confusion, pacing, yelling, etc.
 Response: Simplify the environment and activities. Plan activities that slow the 
pace and create a calm environment. Provide good lighting; avoid shadows. Ask 
clinician to evaluate medications. Arrange your schedule to provide one-on-one 
attention during this period.  Shift your meal time. Avoid the evening news on 
television. Be calm and provide reassurance.

Wandering, pacing, exit seeking
 Definition: Continually trying to leave a facility, building, or care area.  Pacing is moving 
with or without a goal or purpose.
 Response: Make sure the person has identification with them. Try disguising 
locks and exits.  Consider a locator device or “Safe Return” type program. Never 
leave the person alone. Remove any travel cues. Offer a safe area in which to pace.  

USF Health Byrd Alzheimer’s Institute
4001 E. Fletcher Avenue
Tampa, Florida 33613
Clinic: (813) 974-4355   Main Receptionist: (813) 396-0606

To schedule a 
comprehensive 

memory 
evaluation, call 

(813) 974-4355

Here are some general facts that may help you as a caregiver:  
People living with Alzheimer’s disease have a different way of seeing and 
processing information. They are not repeating things or getting confused 
to upset you or make your work more difficult.  

How you sound, what you say, and the environment will all have an effect 
on the way your loved one acts.  

People with Alzheimer’s disease often express their wants and needs 
through behavior instead of talking. With careful and gentle attention, you 
will get good at “reading” the signals and learning what your loved one 
needs or wants.  

Alzheimer’s patients live in a different reality. Try to enter into their reality 
rather than argue or correct them.  

FROM I-275
Take I-275 to Exit 52, Fletcher Avenue. Go east on Fletcher Avenue.  You will travel approximately 2.6 miles to the Byrd Institute,
which will be on the right side.  Major intersections will be at Nebraska Avenue and Bruce B. Downs Blvd.  Once passing Bruce B.
Downs, University Community Hospital will be on the left.  Go through the next light at Magnolia Dr; we are in the second building
on the right.  
FROM I-75
Take I-75 to Exit 266, Fletcher Avenue.  Go west on Fletcher approximately 4 miles and the Byrd Institute will be on the left.  You 
will see John Knox Village on the right side before coming to the Byrd Institute on the left.  You will have to pass the building.  Go 
to the next light at Magnolia and make a u-turn on Fletcher and go east; we are in the second building on the right. 
PARKING
The USF Health Byrd Alzheimer's Institute is a seven story white building with a glass front. Free parking is available in the 
patient/visitor parking in front of the building but a USF parking hang tag is required.  Please drive to the front door and get a 
parking pass from the receptionist prior to parking. Patients can be dropped off at the front door prior to parking. 
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Directions to the USF Health Byrd Alzheimer’s Institute
4001 E. Fletcher Avenue ~ Tampa, Florida 33613 

Clinic (813) 974-4355 ~ main receptionist (813)396-0606 
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