Cognitive Caring

Bathing & Personal Hygiene Resistance in
Dementia: A Guide for Patients & Families

People living with dementia sometimes resist help with bathing, grooming, or other personal hygiene tasks.

This can be stressful for caregivers, but the behavior is usually related to confusion, fear, embarrassment, or

discomfort rather than stubbornness. Understanding why this happens and using gentle, supportive

approaches can help make hygiene care easier and more comfortable for everyone.

Common Situations

 Refusing to bathe or shower
* Becoming upset when asked to change clothes
e Pulling away from caregivers during grooming

« Saying they already bathed when they have not
¢ Becoming anxious when entering the bathroom

Why Resistance Happens

« Feeling embarrassed or loss of privacy
« Fear of water, slipping, or falling

» Confusion about what is happening

« Sensitivity to temperature or touch

¢ Difficulty understanding instructions

¢ Feeling rushed or overwhelmed

Helpful Ways to Respond

Create a Calm Environment

» Keep the bathroom warm and well lit
* Prepare supplies ahead of time

* Reduce noise or distractions

Protect Privacy

» Keep the person covered with a towel or robe
when possible

¢ Allow the person to do parts of the task
independently if able

Use Simple Instructions

* Give one step at a time

« Use clear, calm language

* Demonstrate actions if helpful

Offer Choices

¢ “Would you like a bath now or after breakfast?”
« Offering choices helps maintain a sense of control

Try Alternatives

* Sponge baths or wipes may be easier

e Shorter bathing sessions may reduce stress
« Bathing at a different time of day may help

Safety Tips

« Use grab bars and non-slip mats

* Ensure water temperature is comfortable

e Supervise closely if balance problems are present
« Consider shower chairs or handheld
showerheads

When to Seek Professional Help

o If hygiene resistance becomes severe

o If aggression or distress occurs

« [f skin problems or infections develop

o If caregiving becomes too difficult to manage
safely

Tips for Caregivers

« Stay patient and calm

¢ Avoid arguing or forcing care when possible

e Try again later if the person refuses

 Seek help from other caregivers or professionals
when needed

CognitiveCaring.com | Raymond Suarez, MD Page 1 of 2



National Organizations & Resources

Vv Alzheimer's Association
t. 800-272-3900| < alz.org

v National Institute on Aging

nia.nih.gov

v Family Caregiver Alliance

caregiver.org

Vv Eldercare Locator
t. 1-800-677-1116 | eldercare.acl.gov

Final Notes

Cognitive Caring

 Resistance to bathing or hygiene is common in dementia.

¢ Calm communication, privacy, and flexibility can improve cooperation.
e Caregivers should remember that this behavior reflects confusion and vulnerability.
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