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Understanding Alzheimer’s Behavior the ABC Way
A person with Alzheimer’s disease
may sometimes act in ways that are
upsetting or seem aggressive. He or
she may hit, scratch, or ﬁght with
the caregiver. This does not always
happen. But if it does, it is likely to
be when the person is in the middle
stage of Alzheimer’s disease. This
stage can last for up to four years.
These actions can be upsetting and
are often hard for caregivers to manage. It helps to have a plan. One that
many people ﬁnd easy to remember is
called ABC. Here is what this means:

A means Antecedent. This refers
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to events that happen just before an
upsetting action.

B is the Behavior. This means any
upsetting or aggressive action done by
the person who has Alzheimer’s disease.
C refers to the Consequence. This

includes events that happen after the
behavior. Sometimes, these events can
make the situation worse.
Here is a story about people we are
calling Mary and Robert Jones. In this
story, Mary is the caregiver for her
husband, Robert, who has Alzheimer’s
disease. As you will see, in this story
many things go wrong.

A. The Antecedent. What
happened before the behavior?
Mary slept too late and now is in a
hurry. She wants her husband Robert

to quickly get
out of bed,
take a shower, eat, and
get dressed
before a driver
arrives to
take them to
his doctor’s
appointment.
Because of
her late start,
Mary yanks
off the bed
covers and
yells at Robert
to get up. He
does not understand the words but
reacts to her tone of voice. Mary gets
angry when he pulls the bed covers
back up. “So that’s the way it will be.
I’m in charge here,” she yells.
Mary then drags Robert out of bed
and rushes to get him dressed. Now
he must balance on one leg rather
than sit down to pull up his pants.
This is not their usual routine when
Mary takes her time helping Robert get
ready for the day.

B. The Behavior.
Robert loses his balance because Mary
is rushing him so much. He grabs her
arm for support and does not let go.
When she yells, he grabs even tighter.
Robert is now digging his nails into
Mary’s arm.
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C. The Consequence. The events that followed the behavior.
Mary loses control and smacks Robert in the face (something she had never
done before). He hits her back.
Mary thinks he is ﬁghting, though it may be that he is just afraid and doing
to her what she did to him.
One problem leads to others and Mary now worries that Robert will hurt her
again. She questions whether she can care for him at home and wonders
whether Robert must go to a nursing home.

Now let’s look again at this story
using the ABC way. Mary can see
that the problems started when she
rushed around and did not think of
how Robert would react. She now
knows she must avoid these types of
situations.
■■

■■
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■■

■■

 ary learned that because Robert
M
has Alzheimer’s disease, he cannot
be rushed. While she should not
feel guilty, she should realize how
her actions made this worse.
If Mary is ever late again, she will
call the doctor’s ofﬁce and ask if
they can make a new appointment
or come in later in the day. This
is better than expecting Robert to
change his behavior.
Mary will make a list of what
happened just before Robert’s
upsetting behavior. She will look
for causes of what went wrong and
ﬁgure out ways to avoid them.
Mary will also think about her own
actions and what did or did not
work well.

■■

 ary will use the ABC way to
M
help Robert to be more cooperative
in the future. This is a way to
understand what happened, and
ﬁgure out ways to better manage
in the future.

Behaviors Caregivers Find
Especially Difﬁcult
There are some behaviors that
caregivers ﬁnd especially difﬁcult.
Not all people with Alzheimer’s
disease have these behaviors.
However, it is likely that the person
in your care will have one or more
of these problems during the middle
stage of Alzheimer’s disease. It is
important to try to understand why
the person may be behaving in ways
you ﬁnd difﬁcult, and learn how to
avoid making them worse.
Source: The Comfort of Home for Alzheimer’s Disease
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Inspiration
I have developed a new philosophy:
I dread only one day at a time.
—Charles M. Shultz

Live Life Laughing!
I’m homesick.
But you are home.
Yes, and I’m sick of it!

Memory Care - Memory Help
Everyday steps to help with
memory problems:

paper or a picture
•	Cofolored
the toilet can be taped on
bathroom door.

rawers, cabinets, and
• Drefrigerators
can be labeled
to show what’s inside.

otes can be placed in plain
• Nsight
as reminders.
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Consider activities the person with dementia may enjoy—
• C
 reative activities such as painting, playing the piano, and
using materials such as Play-Doh (if the person will not try
to eat it)
• C
 ognitive activities such as reading a book, looking at a
magazine, doing crossword puzzles
• Spiritual activities such as praying and singing a hymn
• S
 pontaneous activities such going out to dinner or to
visit friends
• W
 ork-related: things such as making notes, typing, or organizing
coupons and other papers
• S
 imple household chores: dusting, drying dishes, doing
the laundry
NEXT ISSUE… COVID-19 and Lung Disease
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Your caregiving will be easier and more effective if you try to understand why the
person in your care may be behaving in ways you ﬁnd difﬁcult, and learn how to avoid
making them worse. Read the issue and answer True or False to the questions below.
1.

Antecedent means what happened just before an upsetting action.
TF

2.

In the middle stage of Alzheimer’s disease a person may become aggressive.
TF

3. P
 eople with Alzheimer’s or dementia always hit, scratch, or ﬁght with
the caregiver.
TF
4.

Consequence includes events that happen after the behavior.
TF

5.

 hese aggressive actions can be upsetting and are often hard for caregivers to
T
manage. It helps to have a plan for how to deal with them.
TF

6.

 roblems can get started when a caregiver rushes and does not think of how
P
the person with Alzheimer’s will react. A person with Alzheimer’s cannot
be rushed.

7.

I t is important to try to understand why the person may be behaving in ways
you ﬁnd difﬁcult, and learn how to avoid making them worse.
TF

8.

 person with Alzheimer's may not understand the words you say but reacts to
A
your tone of voice.
TF

9.

 imple household chores: dusting, drying dishes, doing the laundry are not
S
safe activities for a person with Alzheimer’s.
TF

10.
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 o help the person in your care with memory problems, try placing notes can be
T
placed in plain sight as reminders of things the person in your care should do.
TF
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KEY: 1. T; 2. T; 3. F; 4. T; 5. T; 6. T; 7. T; 8. T; 9. F; 10. T

TF

