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Not Recognizing Loved Ones in Dementia:  
A Guide for Patients & Families (With Scripts) 

One of the most painful experiences for families is when a loved one with dementia no longer recognizes them. 
This may include forgetting names, confusing identities, or believing a family member is someone else. These 
changes are caused by the disease affecting memory and recognition—not a loss of love or connection. 
Understanding how to respond can help reduce distress and preserve emotional bonds. 

Common Situations Caregivers May 
Experience 
• A loved one does not recognize a spouse or child 
• Calling family members by the wrong name 
• Believing a spouse is a parent or sibling 
• Thinking a caregiver is a stranger 
• Becoming fearful or suspicious of familiar people 

Why This Happens 
• Memory loss affecting recognition (agnosia) 
• Brain changes affecting facial recognition 
• Confusion about time and relationships 
• Misinterpretation of surroundings 
• Anxiety or stress worsening confusion 

Core Principles for Responding 
• Do NOT force recognition (“You know who I 
am!”) 
• Do NOT take it personally 
• Focus on emotional connection, not factual 
correction 
• Stay calm, warm, and reassuring 
• Enter their reality rather than correcting it 

What to Say (Real-World Scripts) 
• “Hi, I’m [Name]. I’m here with you.” 
• “You’re safe. I’m here to help.” 
• “I’m someone who cares about you.” 
• “It’s okay if you’re not sure who I am—I’m here 
with you.” 

If They Become Upset or Suspicious 
Example: 
“I can see this feels confusing. You’re safe, and I’m 

here to help you.” 
 
• Avoid arguing 
• Give space if needed 
• Re-approach calmly later 

Ways to Support Recognition 
• Use name introductions regularly 
• Wear familiar clothing or items 
• Use photos with labels 
• Maintain consistent routines 
• Keep the environment familiar 

Protecting the Relationship 
• Focus on tone, touch, and presence rather than 
memory 
• Use gentle physical reassurance if appropriate 
• Maintain routines that reinforce familiarity 
• Accept that emotional memory may remain even 
when factual memory fades 

Emotional Impact on Caregivers 
• Feelings of grief, sadness, or rejection are 
common 
• This is a loss—but it is caused by illness, not 
choice 
• Seeking support is important 
• Maintaining connection in new ways can still be 
meaningful 

When to Seek Medical Advice 
• Sudden changes in recognition 
• Increased paranoia or fear 
• Rapid decline in cognition 
• Possible delirium or medical causes 
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Final Notes 
• Not recognizing loved ones is a common part of dementia progression. 
• Emotional connection can remain even when recognition is lost. 
• Compassionate responses can reduce distress and preserve dignity. 

 


