
 
 

Three Specific Challenges of Helping a Loved One with Alzheimer’s Deal with the 

Traumatic Loss of a Spouse 

 

There are few things more devastating than losing a spouse, and the trauma can be heightened 

when the surviving spouse is elderly and suffering from a cognitive illness like Alzheimer’s. As 

the person trying to help them cope with their loss, there are a few specific challenges you need 

to consider.  

 

The initial conversation is difficult to approach 

 

Most experts would agree that telling a loved one with Alzheimer’s that their spouse has died is 

the ethical thing to do. There’s a very strong chance that they will forget at some point, and 

whether you keep telling them is another discussion, but at least when it comes to that initial 

conversation, telling them the truth is the right thing to do.  

 

Breaking bad news to a loved one with Alzheimer’s can be a tricky process. The number one 

overarching rule should always be to “tell, but don’t dwell.” You should be as straightforward as 

possible with your loved one and speak to them in absolutes. Answer any questions they have, 

but do not dwell on specifics. It’s always better to be truthful and plain during this initial 

conversation. For example, “Jim died last night,” is more definitive and better to say than, “Jim is 

going away for a while” or even “Jim passed away.” Try to pick a time of day when they are lucid 

and feel comfortable so you can avoid sundown syndrome symptoms, and try to keep the 

conversation participants to a minimum so you can avoid confusion as much as possible.  

 

Emotional states can be fragile and unpredictable 

 

https://www.neptunesociety.com/resources/helping-alzheimers-sufferers-cope-with-the-loss-of-a-loved-one-a-guide-for-caregivers
http://www.aplaceformom.com/blog/2013-02-04-delivering-bad-news-to-senior-parents/
https://www.pathwayshealth.org/dementia-care/dementia-patients-and-grief/
https://www.visitingangels.com/knowledge-center/senior-health-and-well-being/6-ways-to-manage-your-loved-ones-sundown-syndrome/91


While many people more or less adhere to a long-studied emotional pattern following a 

traumatic event (like the five stages of grief), people with Alzheimer’s often grieve in a more 

unpredictable manner. Feelings of extreme sadness may change to anger, denial, 

aggressiveness, or complete apathy within a matter of weeks, days, hours, or even minutes. 

The best way you can help a loved one deal with their complex emotions is to be patient and try 

to steer them toward a more productive use of their emotions. If your loved one is too agitated 

by the loss, try focusing their attention and energy on something else, like a hobby, TV show, or 

short walk.  

 

They will forget 

 

What do you do when your loved one with Alzheimer’s forgets that their spouse has died? It’s 

almost certain it will happen at least once, so how do you handle the situation in an ethical, 

loving, and responsible way?  

 

The hard news here is that there is no right answer. Ask different experts and family members 

of Alzheimer’s patients, and they will all give you a different opinion. Many feel it is cruel to 

continue to make their loved one go through grief as if it’s their first time learning about the loss. 

Some feel it’s inappropriate to lie under any circumstance, no matter their loved one’s mental 

state.  

 

In the end, you must make the decision based on all the factors you have at your disposal - 

consider your loved one’s history of remembering, how often they ask, how agitated they are at 

the time, how lucid they are, and how they normally react to the news. One tip for anyone, no 

matter their feelings on this complicated issue, is to utilize distractions and misdirection. It’s not 

lying to redirect the conversation. Rather, it’s a way to toe the line between being truthful and 

not hurting your loved one again and again.  

 

Patience in all situations is the practice you should adhere to when helping a loved one with 

Alzheimer’s cope with the loss of their spouse. Talking w ith them about it is going to be difficult, 

their emotions will be unpredictable, and they will forget, which puts you in awkward situations 

again and again. But no matter how you choose to go about it, your presence in helping them 

cope will be of great relief to them - even if they can’t express it to you.  
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https://psychcentral.com/lib/the-5-stages-of-loss-and-grief/
https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/blog/language-dementia-what-not-to-say
https://www.homecareassistancesacramento.com/distraction-techniques-for-elderly-with-dementia/
https://www.mind-start.com/Developing-Patience-for-Alzheimers-Caregiving_b_170.html
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