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Activities of Daily Living & Other Problems

Sexual difficulties
If you are caring for a partner with dementia there will be a great many
changes in your relationship over time and these may include changes in your
sexual relationship. Of course, every couple and each situation is different
but sexual problems, when they occur, can often be a cause of great distress.

You are likely to experience a sense of loss if a good
sexual relationship ceases or no longer becomes
enjoyable. It may help if you can express your feelings
to an understanding professional or a good friend
rather than bottling them up. It is important to
remember that any strange or uncharacteristic sexual
behaviour is likely to be part of the dementia and not
directed at you in any personal way.

Increased sexual demands

Of course, this may not be an area of concern for you
at present. You may be able to continue with a
satisfying sexual relationship for quite a few years to
come or you may feel happy that you can remain
affectionate and close in other ways.

Carers' reactions

Before the diagnosis
You may become aware of rather puzzling changes
in the period before dementia is diagnosed.
Perhaps your partner has become less interested in
sex and you feel hurt or rejected, or perhaps they
have become more sexually active but less loving
and considerate.
With a diagnosis of dementia you can at least feel
assured that nothing personal is involved and
perhaps make allowances for changed behaviour. It
may help to talk to the GP or other professionals
about why the dementia affects your partner's sexual
behaviour in a particular way.

Diminishing sexual interest
Many people with dementia do seem to lose interest
in a sexual relationship and the person may become
quite withdrawn at a fairly early stage. Being stroked
or cuddled may give them reassurance, but they may
not be able to initiate any affection themselves.

You may find that your partner's desire for sex has
increased, sometimes resulting in quite unreasonable
and exhausting demands, often at odd times or in
inappropriate places. This may make it difficult for
you to show normal affection in case your partner
mistakes it for a sexual advance.

Carers describe a wide range of feelings about
continuing a sexual relationship with their partner,
ranging from pleasure that this is something which
they can still share to distaste at being touched by
someone who seems like a stranger. As the illness
progresses, the situation often changes and so do
their feelings.
• Some carers find it impossible to contemplate sex
because they are caring for their partner as a
parent might for a child. They find that intimate
tasks they have to do for the person put them off
the idea of sex.
• Many carers find it hard to enjoy a sexual
relationship when so many other aspects of the
relationship have changed and little else is shared.
They feel they are living with a different person.
• Some carers find that their partners are clumsy and
inconsiderate due to the dementia, but they don't
want to undermine their confidence. Sex becomes
something to be endured rather than enjoyed.
Carers often feel guilty about their reactions and
feel the need to talk to someone who understands
the situation.

Alzheimer National Helpline 1800 341 341

Getting support
There are no magic solutions, but support and
affection from friends and family may help you to
cope with the situation.
• You may find that discussing problems in a carers’
support group with others who have had similar
experiences may enable you to feel less unusual or
alone. Having a good laugh or cry in the company
of others who understand can also help.
• You may prefer to talk about your feelings on a oneto-one basis. Perhaps your GP, public health nurse
or a good friend can give you the time and
understanding you need.
• If you find it difficult to talk to someone you
already know about such an intimate subject,
talking to a trained counsellor may help.
Counselling won't alter the situation, but it may
help you come to terms with the situation and
make some choices for yourself.
If you do seek help from a counsellor, make sure it is
someone who is properly trained and experienced in
this field. Ask for a recommendation from someone
you trust. Fees can vary considerably so check on
these beforehand.
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