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The ABC Way to Understand 
Alzheimer’s Behavior

A person with Alzheimer’s disease 
may sometimes act in ways that are 
upsetting or seem aggressive. He or 
she may hit, scratch, or fi ght 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 fi nd easy to 
 remember is called ABC. Here is what 
this means:

A means Antecedent. This refers 
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 fi ghting, 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.

Mary will use the • ABC way to 
help Robert to be more  cooperative 
in the future. This is a way to 
 understand what happened, and 
fi gure out ways to better manage 
in the future.

Behaviors Caregivers Find 
Especially Diffi cult

There are some behaviors that 
caregivers fi nd especially diffi cult. 
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 fi nd diffi cult, and learn how to 
avoid making them worse.
Source: The Comfort of Home for Alzheimer’s Disease

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.

Mary learned that because Robert • 
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 offi ce 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 
fi gure out ways to avoid them.
Mary will also think about her • 
own actions and what did or did 
not work well.

 Continued from page 1
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Live Life Laughing!

 

Inspiration
When you can’t solve a problem, 

manage it.

~Robert H. Schuller

Living Alone Increases Odds of Developing Dementia
And the risk is three times higher among those who are divorced 

or widowed.The fi ndings show that social factors play an important role 
in brain health and indicate that support for individuals who have lost a 
 partner might be important for preventive health care.

Unmarried people can boost their social involvement by taking part in 
community, cultural and sporting activities.

Source: HealthDay News

Taking Care of Yourself—Change Your Outlook

Is your automatic response to daily events negative? Try to 

change your habits to see the positive in every situation. 

Instead of being stressed and feeling, “I don’t have time for 

this!” look at the situation in a new light and say, “I do have 

fi ve minutes to take care of this.” If you sense yourself always 

reacting with a “This is a disaster!” attitude take small steps 

to change your thinking to “What is the gift in this situation?”

There is nothing to do around here.

Sweet.



N E X T  I S S U E . . . U N I V E R S A L  I N F E C T I O N  P R E C A U T I O N S /
H A N D L I N G  B O D Y  F L U I D S

Our Purpose
To provide caregivers with critical 
information enabling them to do their job 
with confi dence, pride, and competence.

Ordering Info
From the publishers of

Caregiver Series

available from…
CareTrust Publications LLC
PO Box 10283, Portland, OR 97296
800-565-1533 
or www.comfortofhome.com

Comments and suggestions welcome.

©2009 CareTrust Publications LLC. 
All rights reserved. Reproduction of any 
component of this publication is forbidden 
without a license from the publisher.

Some content in this publication is excerpted 
from The Comfort of Home: Caregivers Series. 
It is for informational use and not health advice. 
It is not meant to replace medical care but to 
supplement it. The publisher assumes no 
liability with respect to the accuracy, 
completeness or application of information 
presented or the reader’s misunderstanding 
of the text.

Traveling With a Person With Dementia
Even someone with early dementia shouldn’t travel alone.
Don’t rush the person in security lines. Some airports offer • 
 family-friendly lanes.
Schedule fl ights early in the day, • 
when the person may be in the best 
spirits and you’re less likely to be 
marooned overnight in case of bad 
weather or other delays.
Your carry-on should also contain • 
everything the person would need if 
luggage is lost or a fl ight is delayed 
overnight: medications, pajamas, toiletry items, change of clothing, 
medical contact  information, and legal papers (power of attorney, 
insurance).
Pack snacks and provide water, since dehydration is a risk for • 
seniors. Use the bathroom just before the fl ight.
Bring something (ball, cards) for the person to do with his hands.• 
Carry a blanket and small pillow for comfort.• 

Source: Caring.com
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Q U I C K  Q U I Z

It is important to try to understand why the person in your care may be 
 behaving in ways you fi nd diffi cult, and learn how to avoid making them worse. 
Read the issue and answer True or False to the questions below.

In the 1. middle stage of Alzheimer’s disease a person may become aggressive.
T F
These aggressive actions can be upsetting and are often hard for caregivers 2. 
to manage. It helps to have a plan in how to deal with them.
T F
People with Alzheimer’s or dementia 3. always hit, scratch, or fi ght with the 
 caregiver.
T F
“Antecedent” means what happened 4. just before an upsetting action.
T F
“Consequence” includes events that happen 5. after the behavior.
T F
Problems can get started when a caregiver rushes and does not think of how the 6. 
person with Alzheimer’s will react.  A person with Alzheimer’s cannot be rushed.
T F
It is important to try to understand why the person may be behaving in ways 7. 
you fi nd diffi cult, and learn how to avoid making them worse.
T F
According to a recent study, middle-aged adults who live alone are twice as 8. 
 likely to develop dementia or Alzheimer’s disease later in life compared to 
those who are married or live with a partner.
T F
A person with 9. early dementia can travel alone.
T F
When traveling with a person with dementia, the carry-on should also 10. 
 contain everything the person would need if luggage is lost or a fl ight is 
delayed  overnight: pajamas, toiletry items, change of clothing, medical 
 contact  information, and legal papers (power of attorney, insurance).
T F
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