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Savvy Caregiver: Thou Shalt Not Argue 
The first golden rule for peo-

ple caring for people affect-

ed with dementia is “Do Not 

Argue”.  This is especially 

important in the later stages 

of dementia.   

In his popular book, What 

Now?, Julian Dean explains: 

“If she thinks her husband is 

still alive, that is her reality. 

Arguing with her will en-

courage frustration, confu-

sion, fear, anger and a diffi-

cult time for both of you. 

This is not about ‘being cor-

rect.’ This is about helping a 

person with a serious disabil-

ity.” 

However counterproductive 

arguing with a person with 

dementia is, whatever distress-

ing effects it creates over and 

over, not arguing is one of the 

most difficult lessons a care-

giver will have to learn. 

That’s because the human 

brain is hard-wired to want to 

be right. Our brains associate 

being right with a feeling of 

satisfaction and well being. 

Winning an argument and 

proving oneself right feels 

good. It makes one feel self-

assured, respected, confident. 

On the other hand, losing an 

argument and being proved 

wrong is often associated with 

feelings of being demoralized, 

disrespected, ridiculed and 

challenged. These are all nega-

tive feelings. 

Wanting to prove our point is 

human nature. All through our 

lives, we have worked on im-

proving our communication 

skills so we can get our point 

across. We love to be right. 

We love being on the side of 

those who are right. We asso-

ciate being right with being 

successful. 

Now, when caring for some-

one with dementia, we are sud-

denly asked to do the exact 

opposite. Do not try to reason! 

Do not confront! Do not point 

out they are wrong! Do not 

argue! Being right may lead 

you to failure. 

This is because patients with 

advancing dementia experi-

ence a decline in their reason-

ing skills at the same time that 

they experience an increase in 

emotional responses. Facts, 

dates, causes, consequences 

and logic become increasingly 

less important. Feelings, how-

ever, grow in importance and 

intensity. 

The golden rule exists to en-

hance wellness, not rightness. 

Promoting pleasant feelings, 

even when based on a false-

hood, will generate a feeling of 

well being. Making your loved 

one feel wrong, even when 

you are so obviously right, will 

make him feel bad, defensive 

and angry, and he will be more 

likely to dig in his heels and 

try to do it his own way. His 

dementia will make you the 

enemy. 

The skilled caregiver has 

learned how to put on hold his 

own need to be right, has 

learned to use strategy and 

finesse when handling a diffi-

cult situation, and knows when 

to refocus and redirect, avoid-

ing confrontation. 

Most of all, the skilled care-

giver has learned not to take it 

personally – which is equally 

important if you are going to 

protect yourself from develop-

ing your own negative feelings 

about “being wrong” all the 
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10 ways to be a 

healthier 

caregiver 
 

Understand what’s 

going on as early as 

possible 

Know what com-

munity resources 

are available 

Become an  

educated caregiver 

Get help 

Take care of  

yourself 

Manage your level 

of stress 

Accept changes as 

they occur 

Make legal and  

financial plans 

Give yourself cred-

it, not guilt 

Visit your doctor 

regularly 

 

For reliable  

information all day, 

every day, contact the  

Alzheimer’s  

Association: 

1.800.272.3900 
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are under a tremendous amount of relentless 

stress, and the more stressed you are, the less 

able you became to control your own nega-

tive feelings. 

The 1936 Carnegie’s classic How to Win 

Friends and Influence People brings a pow-

erful message that is still relevant today. Car-

negie proposes six ways to make people like 

you: 

1. Become genuinely interested in other 

people. 

2. Smile. 

3. Remember that a person’s name is to that 

person the sweetest and most important 

sound in any language. 

4. Be a good listener. Encourage others to 

talk about themselves. 

5. Talk in terms of the other person’s inter-

ests. Make the other person feel im-

portant - and do it sincerely. 

Carnegie’s timeless philosophy revolves en-

tirely around putting your own feelings and 

self-interests aside and focusing on the other 

person. His suggestions are particularly use-

ful when applied to caring for a loved one 

with dementia. At the end of the day, it is 

your approach that will set the tone for their 

feelings of well-being. 

But if you get caught in the trap of feeling 

bad for not having your points validated, try 

to remember: How important is it in the 

grand scheme of things? Is it really worth 

getting upset about it? Is it worth ruining the 

rest of your day over it? 

Joining a support group can be extremely 

helpful in reducing caregiver stress and de-

veloping healthy communications skills and 

strategies. Your local Alzheimer’s Associa-

tion offers support groups and other re-

sources to assist you in caregiving for your 

loved one. And when caring for a loved one 

with dementia, the best time to call for help 

is always before you need it. 

Written by Luciana Cramer, Care Consultant 

Alzheimer’s Association California Central Chapter. 

http://www.alz.org/living_with_alzheimers_behaviors.asp#threeStep 

TrialMatch: Is it for you? 

 
Through clinical trials, researchers test new ways to detect, treat and prevent Alz-
heimer’s disease and related dementia. Without clinical trials, there can be no new 
treatments or cures.                   

TrialMatch is a free service that makes it easy for people with Alzheimer’s, caregiv-
ers, families and physicians to locate clinical trials based on personal criteria 
(diagnosis, stage of disease, etc.) and location. Learn more at  
alz.org/TrialMatch 

http://www.alz.org/living_with_alzheimers_behaviors.asp#threeStep
http://visitor.constantcontact.com/manage/optin/ea?v=001JtLq2k4dXaJhJj_6fJNqYg%3D%3D
http://www.alz.org/trialmatch

