
Understanding Dementia and  

Trauma in Aged Care

Dr Richard Bonwick

Jane Nursey

Nicole Sadler

Arsh Katoch



Common dementias:

• Alzheimers dementia

• Vascular dementia

• Lewy-body dementia

• Fronto-temporal dementia

• Alcohol-related dementia

• www.dementia.org.au

What is dementia?
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• Trauma through the life cycle

• Trauma in the aged care journey (webinar 1)
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Trauma



• Trauma can cause dementia

• Dementia may bring back past traumas

• Dementia may effect the perception of current trauma

• Dementia may effect the response to perceived trauma

• Behavioural complications of dementia
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The interplay



Trauma Informed Care Strategies to 

Support Residents with Trauma and 

Dementia
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Trauma Informed Care

Promote Safety 
& Trust

•Clarity of role

•Match information to 
client’s capacity

•Do what you said you 
will do-don’t 
overpromise

Provide Choice & 
Control

•Provide choice in how 
information is obtained

•Establish  needs 
before offering advice 
or explaining 
processes

Connections & 
Focus on 
Strength

•Build on existing skills 
& supports when 
offering advice

Belief in 
Recovery

•Generate hope by 
focussing on goals

Understand how trauma shapes client’s needs and presentation



Help them feel safe

• Speak calmly and slowly 

• Communicate at a level they 
understand 

• Acknowledge and reassure 
repeatedly

• Keep them informed

• Follow through

• Maintain a tailored routine

• Teach/provide calming 
strategies that are easily 
accessed

• Reduce noise levels when 
distressed

Provide choice and control

• Ask them what will make them 
feel safer

• Provide Choice and flexibility 
in daily routine

• Provide psychoeducation 
about trauma and dementia

• Distract with pleasant 
activities they choose 

• Invite them to participate

• Orient them when confused

Connect with others and focus 
on strengths

• Educate and support families 
and carers

• Provide resident with an 
opportunity to talk about how 
they are feeling

• Arrange for a trained 
trauma/grief and loss 
counsellor 

• Don’t leave resident alone 
when distressed

• Engage them in group 
activities

• Support use of well learned 
skills, hobbies, activities 
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Old strategies used by residents and their family may no longer 

work
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Managing Anger and Aggression

• Remain calm

• Keep body language 

neutral

• Acknowledge distress

• Reassure re safety 

repeatedly

• Respect boundaries

• Ask how to help

• Provide options

• Use simple language 

and visual cues

• Repeat key message

• Use safe place/person

• Use behavioural 

strategies

• Distraction

• Calm breathing

• Security object



Louise (79) has recently moved in to a residential aged care facility.  She has two adult children who 
visit her on a semi regular basis.  A personal history reveals that Louise has had a difficult life, growing 
up in poverty and being  subjected to several episodes of sexual abuse from an older man when she 
was in her late teens. 

Louise married in her early 20s and had her two children soon after that. Her husband was physically 
and sexually abusive towards her.  She suffered numerous episodes of depression throughout her 
adult life and worked intermittently as a domestic aid when well.  

Four years ago, Louise’s daughters noticed that she was becoming forgetful and getting confused. 
She begun having arguments with her neighbours and would then lock herself in her house and not let 
anyone in.  Last year she was diagnosed with moderately advanced Alzheimer’s dementia.

Louise was admitted to residential care 12 months ago and spent the first 14 days isolating in her 
room.  Her family have been unable to visit regularly because of COVID19.  

She refuses to shower and has started becoming increasingly aggressive to the personal care 
assistants and nurses who try to bathe and nurse her. She becomes very distressed if anyone tries to 
approach or touch her, especially if they are male. 
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Case Study



Visit our website to find a range of resources, including handouts for staff, 

for families and residents, and for military veterans.

The handouts are available in a range of languages.

www.phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/
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http://www.phoenixaustralia.org/aged-care/


phoenixaustralia.org @Phoenix_Trauma @phoenixtrauma @phoenix-trauma


