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Trauma and dementia

Having difficulty concentrating and making sense of 
information

Being anxious and irritable 
Trauma and dementia can make it difficult to manage 

emotions

Feeling depressed 
The losses associated with dementia and trauma can cause 

sadness and make it difficult to find meaning in life

Avoiding other people and activities 
This can cause loneliness and isolation

Understanding trauma and dementia

For people living with dementia, accepting that they are losing 

memories, independence and connection with others can be very 

stressful. They might find it particularly difficult to cope with loss and 

trauma.

Many older veterans experienced trauma during their military service. 

They might have experienced combat, sexual assault, or imprisonment, 

or witnessed death or serious injury. Older veterans may also be 

affected by other traumatic events, such as a serious accident, a fire or a 

flood. Some will have lived through a pandemic, like COVID-19, or they 

may have experienced assault or abuse.

Regardless of when traumatic events happened, they can have a serious 

effect on mental health which in turn can cause problems with memory 

and thinking. 

People with dementia may need more help to identify problems and get 

the right support.

The impacts of dementia and trauma

The problems that people can experience as a result of trauma and dementia can be similar:
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When to seek help

Counselling or mental health support 

can help improve quality of life for 

people with dementia.

There are effective treatments and 

strategies, even for severe dementia. 

Following trauma, if problems don’t 

go away after the first week or two, or 

are having an impact on your, or your 

loved one’s daily life, talk to your doctor 

or aged care provider.

Dementia can make coping with trauma difficult

The stresses that come with dementia such as losing memories or 

independence can make it harder to deal with trauma. A veteran with 

dementia can find it especially difficult to:

•	 explain how they are feeling and that they need help

•	 make sense of painful feelings and memories – an important step to 

feel better

•	 calm down when they have bad memories, thoughts or feelings

•	 feel safe if they are confused and can’t recognise people or their 

surroundings.

How to help a loved one with  
dementia and trauma

•	 Spend time sitting with them quietly 

and calmly. Ask if you can hold their 

hand or give them a hug.

•	 Remind them where they are and who 

is there and that they are safe.

•	 Do an activity with them that they 

enjoy.

•	 Listen. Allow them to talk about their 

feelings and what happened if they 

want to, but don’t force them to.

Useful resources

Dementia Support Australia 
1800 699 799

National Dementia Helpline  
1800 100 500

Open Arms – Veterans & Families 
Counselling  
1800 011 046 
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