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Dangers of Denial

Marcy Maler, MMFT, Art Therapy
Educator & Care Specialist

Alzheimer’s disease is the sixth leading
cause of death in this country. An estimated
five million Americans have the disease and
one family in three is touched by it. Yet
Alzheimer’s disease and other related
dementia very rarely appears in obituaries
or even on death certificates. The disease,
experts say, is one of the few that still
carries such a stigma that families and
patients often refuse to acknowledge it or
call it by a name.

As a consequence, some people with
dementia have been put in dangerous
situations. They are allowed to live alone,
for example, when they can no longer cook
or care for themselves. Families have been
torn apart when some members refuse to
accept a diagnosis in a parent, or help with
his care. It may feel better to overlook
problems and hurtful situations to protect
our emotions and decrease a fear about the
future. But is it better to deny the existence
of dementia in a family member?

Accepting that memory loss is creating
problems in everyday life can be painful
and difficult because the notion of
becoming a caregiver is too much to bear.
We may make excuses to lessen our pain:
“His bad day was just because of the
unusual circumstances today;” “She will
remember tomorrow, once she is rested.”
Or perhaps, it could be the promise you
made of never putting your loved one in a
nursing home. If you assume that your
loved one doesn’t have dementia, you won 't
have to deal with it.

When family members downplay their
loved one’s level of functioning and care
needs, they also put him at a higher risk of
danger. Although it is possible to deny what

we find unpleasant or frightening, when
denial exists there runs a risk of getting
improper care. It is important to have a
realistic perspective about your loved one’s
illness to effectively support your loved one
as well as yourself.

Denial, a risky business

An important consequence of denial is
neglecting your loved one’s safety. One
example may be the misuse or mismanagement
of prescriptions. Using a weekly pill
dispenser makes it easier for the average
person to properly take medications.
However, for a person living with cognitive
impairment, even though the medication is
organized, it will not help them to
remember where the dispenser was placed
and recognize the need to take the
medication as prescribed. Despite your
efforts, you may notice the medication was
taken too often or not taken at all. There
comes a time when medication needs to be
monitored and given by a second party.

Beyond taking medications safely, is your
loved one’s home safely navigated by an
aging person with compromised mobility
and perception? Does she know how to call
you if she falls and can’t get up? Will your
loved one turn off the stove after use?
Remember to unplug the iron? Remember
how to get home when driving or on a
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