Cognitive Caring

Sexually Inappropriate Behaviors in Dementia:
A Guide for Patients & Families

Some people living with dementia may display sexually inappropriate behaviors. These behaviors can be
confusing, distressing, or embarrassing for caregivers and families. [t is important to understand that these
behaviors are usually not intentional. They are often related to changes in the brain, loss of inhibition,
confusion, or unmet needs. With understanding and practical strategies, caregivers can respond in a way that

protects dignity and safety.

Examples of Behaviors Caregivers May
See

» Making inappropriate sexual comments

» Touching others inappropriately

¢ Public disrobing

« Increased sexual talk or gestures

¢ Misinterpreting relationships (e.g., confusing
caregiver for a partner)

¢ Viewing or seeking inappropriate materials

Why These Behaviors Occur

« Loss of social judgment or inhibition

» Confusion about relationships or surroundings

« Frontal lobe changes affecting behavior control
¢ Unmet needs such as boredom, loneliness, or
need for comfort

» Medication side effects

 Physical discomfort (e.g., itching, pain) mistaken
as sexual behavior

Helpful Ways to Respond

Stay Calm and Avoid Shame

¢ Respond calmly without scolding or shaming

* Remember the behavior is caused by the illness,
not intent

Set Clear, Simple Boundaries

« Use clear and respectful statements such as
“That’s not appropriate”

» Redirect to a more appropriate behavior
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Redirect Attention

¢ Change the subject or activity
» Offer a task, snack, or walk
* Engage in a familiar, calming activity

Protect Privacy and Dignity

« Ensure clothing is comfortable and secure

» Provide private space when appropriate

¢ Maintain dignity for both the individual and
others

Identify Triggers

* Observe when behaviors occur

* Look for patterns such as boredom, fatigue, or
overstimulation

¢ Address unmet needs when possible

When to Seek Medical Advice

e If behaviors are frequent or escalating

o If safety of the individual or others is at risk
o [fthere are sudden changes in behavior

¢ [f medications may be contributing

« [f behaviors cause significant distress for
caregivers

Tips for Caregivers

* Do not take the behavior personally

« Seek support from healthcare providers or
support groups

» Ensure caregiver safety and boundaries

¢ Consider professional caregiving support if
needed

« Take breaks to avoid burnout
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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

 Sexually inappropriate behavior can occur in dementia due to brain changes.
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« Calm responses, clear boundaries, and redirection are often helpful.

« Caregivers should seek support and guidance when behaviors are difficult to manage.
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