Trauma is common in people who experience dementia

Many people with dementia have been affected by trauma at some stage in their lives, such as:

e g serious accident, war, or a fire or flood

e an assault or emotional abuse

« severe illness or losing someone close to them during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Sometimes, people with dementia are physically, sexually or emotionally abused by family, carers,

or other residents in aged care facilities.

People with dementia may need your help to understand their problems and get professional help.

Dementia can make coping with
trauma difficult

For people living with dementia, the loss of
memories, independence and relationships can
be very stressful. This can make it harder for
them to cope with trauma. For some people,
as more recent memories fade, memories of
past traumas can become stronger and more
upsetting.

People with dementia can find it hard to:
e explain how they are feeling and ask for help
« make sense of painful feelings and memories

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

« feelsafe if they are confused and can't
recognise people or their surroundings.

“Max had advanced
Alzheimer’s and was
unusually confused
and scared when he
arrived. His family
said that because
he’d grown up in an

orphanage, the aged
care facility might
remind him of a bad
time in his life. It really
helped to know this as
we supported him to
settle in.”




How do | know if someone is affected by trauma?

The symptoms of trauma and dementia can often look the same.
Common signs include:

e Memory and thinking problems — Forgetful, having difficulty
communicating or understanding what others are saying

e Anxiety, anger and stress — Restless, irritable, stressed
by changes in routine or having to make decisions

e Depression — Less interested in activities, feeling down,
tearful, spending more time alone

o Difficulty managing feelings — Sudden emotional outbursts,
crying, physical and verbal aggression

e Physical changes — not sleeping well, not eating.

What can | do to help?

Ask yourself, “Is trauma affecting this person?”
Look for information in their history or care plan.

If you notice some of the problems described above,
get help for the person.

Talk to your manager, a GP or geriatrician on staff if these
problems are happening often and stopping the person from
participating in daily routines and activities, or causing intense
distress. They can refer the person to a counsellor or mental
health expert.

Mental health support can help even people with severe
dementia. It's never too late for a person to get help.

Remember to look after yourself

Caring for someone with trauma can affect you over time. If you
have a difficult day or are upset by an experience with a person
you are caring for, talk to a colleague or manager you trust.

For more resources and information visit www.phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care
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