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What is Dementia? 
Dementia is the umbrella term used to describe a number of neurological conditions, of 
which the major symptom includes a global decline in brain function. Below you can see 
a few of the diseases that fall under the dementia umbrella (there are over 100).  

 



Brain Change and Dementia 

A diagnosis of dementia can be difficult- it means the brain is actively dying. With change 
in the brain, your loved one may experience hormone surges; meaning that sometimes 
the person with dementia ‘shines’ and sometimes they don’t.  

Now let’s look at the brain. Our brain is split up into two sides or hemispheres.  

The left side of the brain is generally responsible for: 
• Numbers & Math 
• Everyday language skills 
• Rational thinking 
• Filter (i.e. “I shouldn’t do that”) 
• Decision making 
• Safety awareness 

The right side of the brain is generally responsible for: 
• Colour 
• Artistic tendencies 
• Music & hymns 
• Prayer 
• Small talk & pleasantries 
• Foul language & sex talk  

 As dementia progresses, we tend to lose on the left, and retain on the right. If you 
take a look at the list above, you can see where someone with dementia may, for 

example, lack everyday language skills, but still be able to sing their favourite song.  
 

Remember:  

Language on the LEFT……. Rhythm on the RIGHT 

Lose on the LEFT……… Retain on the RIGHT



Vision Changes  
Our visual field changes throughout our lifetime, regardless if we have any brain changes 

or not.  
• Normal visual field at the age of 20- using your arms, stretch them out as far as you 

can (like the image below) and wiggle your fingers, while making big circles. Your line 
of vision is broad, and therefore your reaction time is quick and sharp.  

• Normal visual field at the age of 70- using your arms, make smaller circles at about 
chest height. Your line of vision becomes smaller and therefore you have a slower 
reaction time.  

• Dementia visual field- using your hands, make scuba-like goggles around your eyes. 
As dementia progresses this will shrink down to binocular vision and eventually down 
to monocular vision. Your line of vision becomes very narrow, it becomes difficult to 
see your environment. 

Did you know? 

The brain stops growing and starts 
slowing after the age of 25. 



Conscious Brain Model 

In the picture above you can see what we call the Conscious Brain Model.  

The most primitive part of our brain is the Survival State. This is the part of our brain 
that asks “Am I safe?”.  
The Emotional State of our brain asks the question “Am I loved?”. This part of our brain 
needs connection and is responsible for our emotions (happy, sad, crying, emotional 
outbursts).  
The Executive State of our brain asks “What can I learn?”. This part of our brain makes 
decisions, task sequencing, and seeing things from other people’s perspective.  
For example, if a child kicks over another child’s blocks, the child who had their blocks 
kicked over might:  
• Scream, kick, attack, hit  (Survival State) 
• Cry, have a meltdown (Emotional State) 
• Say “I don’t like what you did, go play with your own blocks” and proceed to tell the 

teacher (Executive State)  



When people are living with brain change and dementia: 
• They experience the loss of the Executive State (problem solving, decision making 

etc.) 
• The person is now left with the Emotional State and the Survival State  
• They are no longer thinking beings but feeling beings 
• Positive or negative feelings stick  

If we think of the Conscious Brain Model as our hand, it can help us get a visual of what is 
going on.  

Think of your palm as the Survival State, your thumb as your Emotional State and your 
fingers as the Executive State. In the image below, we can see the fingers overlap the 
thumb and the palm, meaning our Executive State is in control. We can reason, problem 
solve etc.  

    Executive State 
                                                     in Control 

If the Executive State is the first one we lose, that means those living with Dementia will 
rely heavily on their Emotional State (thumb) as well as their Survival State (palm). 

Executive State is lost (fingers up) 
and what is left is the Emotional 
State and the Survival State. 



Survival Brain   
When we think about the brain model we just learned about, often individuals with 
dementia can be triggered into the Survival State.  
For example, if there is a loud noise (i.e. a crashing sound), this can trigger someone into 
the Survival State. 

What is our typical response if this happened? 
1. LOOK! This is our preferred method of interpreting data. People will look toward the 

loud crashing sound.  
2. Our Survival brain must decide if it is ready to FIGHT, FLIGHT or FREEZE. These are all 

completely natural reactions and they are responsible for every animal’s survival.  

 

It is also important to consider- AVOID STARTLING! If you tap your loved one from behind, 
or start pushing/pulling their wheelchair without them knowing/ introducing yourself, 

this can send your loved one straight into FIGHT/FLIGHT/FREEZE mode. If a resident is in 
this survival state, it can take 30 minute or longer for the resident to calm down.  

Remember to GREET BEFORE YOU TREAT.  

Did you know?  
The Survival Brain is the very last part of your brain to slow. This is also the 

part of our brain that tells us how to react to PAIN. So if your person is in 
PAIN, just remember which part is in control- your loved one may FIGHT, 

FLIGHT or FREEZE!



Positive Physical Approach- Greeting your loved one 
1. Pause at the edge of “Public space”. This means a simple wave (remembering their visual 

field), knocking at their door- something to let them know you are there and for them to 
welcome you into their space.  

2. Greet your loved one by name and introduce who you are. Offer your hand and make eye 
contact. 

3. Approach slowly and within visual range (remember vision changes) 

** These 3 steps will help to avoid STARTLING and causing the FIGHT, FLIGHT, FRIGHT or FREEZE 
response 

3. Use the Hand-Under-Hand approach. This technique tells the brain what we want the body to 
do (non-verbal) 

• Helps assist doing WITH, not for 

• Helps protect the resident’s fingers, wrist, arm 

• Gives the resident something to squeeze/grab onto 

• Pressure in the palm is calming 

4. Move to the side, get to eye level, and respect “Intimate Space”.  



Confabulation  

Confabulation is when the brain makes up memory to fill in the gaps that 
the resident either doesn’t know or doesn’t remember. The brain doesn’t 
like having holes and will naturally fill them in with something that makes 
sense to it (whether it is true or not).  

Example: Captions on TV.  Without captions, your brain may fill in words you don’t hear. The 
words don’t always fit. 

Example:  Trauma may have occurred in your past.  Your brain can’t remember who did this to 
you, and therefore to fill the hole, your brain may fill in your caregiver’s face. For this reason, 
some staff may not be able to care for you because you associate their face with the trauma. 

IF, We Call You In 

Sometimes we may call you in to assist with the care or daily tasks for your loved one. This could 
include to comfort/calm your loved one, to assist with a procedure etc.  

Although this is our job as caregivers, sometimes a familiar face and love that your person can 
feel with you is enough to help them do the task more comfortably. Your loved one may trust 
you more than us in that given time frame.   

In addition, sometimes it helps to have someone sit and hold your loved one’s hand while they 
take time to calm and settle.  

So if we call you in  

• Remember Positive Physical Approach (Introduce yourself)  
• Try not to SCOLD or judge their actions  
• Treat it as a normal scheduled visit when interacting with your loved one 
• Know your Agenda, don’t SHOW your Agenda  
• Know that it is okay to leave (during any visit)   


