
Dementia and living alone

Many people live alone. Living in a place that is safe, familiar 
and comfortable is important to everyone, including people 
with dementia. A diagnosis of dementia does not automatically mean that a person is incapable of living 
alone. Some people may be capable of living on their own for some time after the diagnosis. Others may 
be considered too much at risk to continue living alone, a decision that is often difficult to determine. 
Strategies are available to help support a person with dementia who lives alone. As the dementia 
progresses, these strategies should be modified to meet the person’s abilities. 

Should the person with dementia continue living alone? 

When deciding if a person with dementia is able to continue living alone, it is important to engage the 
person with dementia in these conversations where possible. This enables them to make choices to the 
best of their abilities. The person’s ability to think about the consequences of their decisions should be 
considered when evaluating their competency, as well as when weighing the risks and benefits of living 
alone, with family, or in an assisted care environment. 

Conversations About

Dementia and Living 
Alone
The Alzheimer Society of Canada’s “Conversations” series 
was created to help people with dementia, caregivers and 
health-care providers have conversations about complex 
and sensitive topics related to living with dementia. This 
sheet provides information on things to consider when 
deciding if a person with dementia should continue living 
alone. To read other issues in the Conversations series 
please visit alzheimer.ca/resources. 

People with dementia, caregivers and health-care 
providers are encouraged to have conversations about 
all of the topics in this series early and throughout the 
progression of dementia. Even though talking about 
these topics can be difficult, it is only by having open 
conversations that it will be possible to be better prepared 
for the challenges that often come with dementia. 

CONTENTS
In this sheet you will find 
information about dementia 
and living alone, including:

• An overview of how 
dementia affects a 
person’s ability to live 
alone

• Issues to consider when 
deciding if the person with 
dementia should continue 
living alone

• Strategies to help the 
person with dementia 
live alone for as long as 
possible 

• A list of useful resources

http://alzheimer.ca/resources
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Issues to consider when deciding if the person with dementia should continue living alone

Loss of 
independence

People with dementia may be concerned that a move away from home would 
mean a loss of self-reliance and control in their daily lives. Some people with 
dementia can tell when living alone is no longer safe or desirable. Others may 
want to stay in their own home for as long as possible, even if there are some 
safety concerns. At home, people follow life-long routines, are surrounded by 
a familiar neighbourhood and may have a circle of support that they would 
have a hard time leaving. 

Premature move 
from home 

Moving a person from home before it is needed may put the person at risk of 
feeling lonely, and may result in a faster cognitive decline. The person with 
dementia may have a higher tolerance for risk than caregivers, and may feel 
pressured into moving out of the home earlier than necessary. 

It is important to remember that some people with dementia may be capable  
of living on their own for some time after the diagnosis. As a person’s 
dementia progresses and their abilities change, other living arrangements may 
be considered. 

To learn more about the progression of Alzheimer’s disease, visit  
alzheimer.ca/stages.

Social 
engagement

Evidence shows that staying socially active can help keep your brain healthy, 
allowing people with dementia to live independently for a longer period of 
time. 

Many communities offer adult day programs with transportation. These 
programs provide supervised activities, usually in a group setting, that 
promote independence, provide stimulation and encourage social interaction. 

It is also important that caregivers remain active members of their 
communities, as they are at risk of becoming socially isolated and lonely. Adult 
day programs provide caregivers with time to focus on themselves while the 
person they care for is in a safe and trusted environment. 

To learn more about community services available in your area, contact 
your local Alzheimer Society. Visit our website at alzheimer.ca/find or email      
info@alzheimer.ca. 

Living 
environments 
that provide 
safety, good 
quality of life 
and support

People with dementia need to live in environments that best support their 
safety and quality of life. For some, this may mean living at home with 
support services, even if there is some risk. 

The amount and type of supports available are important factors in 
determining if a person can live alone. For example, a person with a large 
family living in a community with many services may be better able to live 
alone than someone with no family living in a community with limited 
services. 

http://alzheimer.ca/stages
http://www.alzheimer.ca/find
mailto:info%40alzheimer.ca?subject=
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Conversations About
Dementia and Living Alone

Use these questions to help guide your decision:

Yes No Sometimes I don’t 
know

Can the person still do most activities without assistance? 

Is the person able to understand the consequences of their actions? 

Is it still safe for the person to live alone? Think about the risks and 
benefits of the person living alone in comparison to having home 
support services or moving to an assisted care environment. 

Is there enough support available to help the person live alone? 
Learn about support services available in your community. 

In an emergency situation, such as a fire, would the person be able 
to call for help, or have the ability to leave their home without 
assistance? 

Can the person live at home without posing a risk to others? An 
example of risk might be living in an apartment and regularly 
causing fires with the stove or cigarettes.

If the person had an accident, such as a fall, do they have the 
physical and cognitive ability to get to a safe place or to use an alert 
system to call for help?

Is a home safety assessment needed?

Can the person remember to eat regular meals or to reheat meals?

Is the person able to maintain a healthy weight?

Is the person able to store foods properly so they they don’t spoil?

Can the person handle day-to-day financial transactions, such as 
keeping track of bills and paying bills promptly?

Are there safeguards in place to reduce the risk of financial 
exploitation or abuse?

Would the person be able to understand if they were sick and take 
appropriate action, such as calling for help?

Is the person able to take care of personal hygiene, such as bathing 
and toileting?

Does the person have physical and social stimulation during the day?

Is the person able to monitor and manage daily medications?
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Use the following checklists to help you with strategies to enhance independent living 

Safety

The following are some strategies that you can use to promote safety:

STRATEGY BENEFITS THINGS TO CONSIDER

Leave a set of house keys with trusted 
neighbours.

• Access to the home is 
available. 

• Someone can enter the 
home if help is needed.

• Neighbours may not always be 
at home.
- Leave a set of keys with two 

different neighbours. 

Arrange for someone to call or visit  
once a day.

• Regular checks can reassure 
the person with dementia 
as well as their family. 

• Timed calls or visits can 
help ensure that the person 
eats or takes medication.

• Calls or visits can help 
monitor the condition of 
the person.

• Problems may arise between 
calls or visits.
- Consider checking in with the 

person twice a day. This can 
be a quick phone call in the 
morning and a second phone 
call in the late afternoon. 

Think about implementing tools that 
would prevent the person from getting 
lost (if that is a risk) or that would aid 
them in such a situation.

• Consider getting a tracking 
device. For more information visit   
alzheimer.ca/trackingdevices.

• Helps find a person if they 
get lost.

• Some devices or services 
may also connect with 
first responders in your 
area. Check to make sure, 
though, if this is a factor 
you are interested in.

• Tracking devices are not perfect 
and may not work in some 
situations.

- Consider implementing      
multiple strategies to keep the 
person safe. 

• Tracking devices can be costly.

Create appliance safety measures: 
• Get a kettle that automatically shuts 

off after the water finishes boiling. 
• Stove safety - remove fuses, remove 

knobs, put burners on timers and shut  
the off gas.

• Lower the temperature of the hot 
water heater.

• Minimizes the chances of  
an accident.

• Some people may find the 
changes confusing or frustrating. 
- Consider incorporating 

changes slowly to give the 
person time to adjust. 

Post a visible, easy-to-read list of 
emergency phone numbers.
• Consider adding a picture beside each 

name and telephone number.
• Consider adding speed dial numbers 

(if the phone has this feature) with 
pictures.

• Consider getting a phone with a 
limited number of features (e.g., 
preprogrammed phone numbers). 

• Provides visual cue for the 
person with dementia.

• Is reassuring for the person 
with dementia and their 
family.

• The list may not always be 
handy in certain situations (for 
example, if a fall happens away 
from the phone). 
- Consider purchasing an 

alert button that allows the 
person to call for help in an 
emergency situation, or a fall 
detection device. 

http://www.alzheimer.ca/trackingdevices
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Conversations About
Dementia and Living Alone

Food and Nutrition

It is important that the person with dementia maintains a healthy weight and has access to a balanced 
diet. The following are some strategies that you can use to help the person with dementia remember to 
have fresh food on hand and eat regular meals:

STRATEGY BENEFITS THINGS TO CONSIDER

Meals on Wheels or other 
community support programs 
such as community dining, 
and fresh fruit and vegetable 
deliveries.

• Meals on Wheels delivers 
a nutritious hot meal once 
a day.

• Community dining 
programs provide an 
opportunity to socialize.

• It may be difficult to monitor if food has 
been eaten or stored properly. 
- When visiting the person, look to see 

if their food is stored properly or if it is 
spoiling. 

- Time a phone call with a reminder to eat.
- Consider having a neighbour or a 

support worker drop by to share a meal 
with the person.

- Consider delivery of frozen Meals on 
Wheels which can be eaten at any time. 

Grocery delivery services 
(online or by telephone).

• Delivers heavy items  
and fresh food.

• Services can be costly. 
• Internet access and familiarity with 

technology is needed for online orders.
- Consider having a friend or relative 

order for the person. 

Provide a toaster oven or 
microwave for heating food. 

• Good alternatives to stove. 
• Allows use of pre-prepared 

foods with little work.

• The person may not know how to use the 
appliances or may not be able to read or 
follow instructions when preparing food. 

• Accidental use of metal in a microwave.
- When choosing an appliance, ensure 

that it is simple and easy to use.

Use pre-prepared foods, non-
perishable foods and foods 
that do not need to be stored 
in a refrigerator.

• Preparation is easier. 
• Less concern about 

spoilage.

• Preparation may still be too complex. 
• The person may not like the food.

Medication 

The following are some strategies you can use to help the person remember to take their medications: 

STRATEGY BENEFITS THINGS TO CONSIDER

Simplify medication routines. For 
example:
• Use a medication organizer.
• Have someone visit to give 

medication.
• Consider a blister pack prepared 

by a pharmacist. 

• Allows only a small supply of pills 
at once. 

• Helps the person take medication 
on the right day and time.

• Easy to keep track of whether 
medication doses are missed.

• Helps with relationship building 
with the local pharmacy.

• Possibility for confusion about day 
and time. 

• May not prevent the person from 
taking extra medication, if more 
than one day’s supply is available.
- When visiting the person, 

make it a habit to check their 
medication. If possible, give 
them the medication yourself. 
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Finances 

The following are strategies to help the person with dementia handle day-to-day financial transactions 
and reduce the risk of financial exploitation or abuse: 

STRATEGY BENEFITS THINGS TO CONSIDER

Bank-at-home services 
(telephone or online).

• Person does not have to leave 
home. 

• Provides a more accessible 
service.

Person may not be able to understand 
their finances. 
• Does not protect from overpayment/non 

payment of bills, or from scams. 
- Register for “Do Not Call” 

solicitation lists.
- Limit access to credit cards.
- Consider making the bank manager 

aware of the person’s dementia.
• Person may not be willing to use new 

methods or have someone help with 
finances.
- Talk about finances as early in the 

dementia process as you can. 
- Consider giving the person 

money on a weekly or monthly 
basis to provide them with some 
independence. 

Direct deposit of cheques and 
automatic withdrawal for bill 
payments.

• This hands-free approach to 
banking reduces the chances of 
problems happening, such as 
missed payments.

Make someone else, such as a 
substitute decision-maker or 
power of attorney, responsible 
for handling finances, such as 
writing cheques, paying bills 
and/or monitoring accounts.

• Allows person to manage 
finances with some 
independence yet provides 
protection.

Falls 

Falls are the leading cause of injury-related deaths for older adults, and those who live with dementia 
are especially at risk of falling. The following strategies may help you modify the home environment to 
reduce the risk of falls while enhancing independence:

• Ensure that there is good lighting. Make sure that each room has enough light, and reduce dark 
areas and shadows.

• Clear walking paths inside the home by removing tripping hazards such as a loose rug or electrical cords.

• Reduce clutter inside and outside the home. Ensure that there are no dips in walkways outside the 
home, and that there is no uneven ground.

• Purchase safe footwear. Shoes that have velcro fastenings are a good option as they are easy to take 
on and off.

• Place night lights throughout the home for when the person needs to go to the bathroom or 
kitchen during the night.

• Install railings inside and outside the house, as well as grab bars in the bathroom for extra support. 

• Use non-slippery bath mats and place non-slip strips in the bath/shower. Avoid using a dark coloured 
bath mat, as it could be mistaken for a hole. Buy a mat that matches the colour of the bath/shower. 

• Remove soap build-up in the tub or shower on a regular basis to avoid slipping.
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Conversations About
Dementia and Living Alone

Daily living 

The following are strategies to help the person with dementia manage personal hygiene, remain 
physically and socially stimulated throughout the day, and have an emergency system in place in case 
they need help: 

STRATEGY BENEFITS THINGS TO CONSIDER

Implement an emergency 
call system, such as an alert 
button.

• The person has 24-hour 
access to help should a 
problem occur.

• The person may not be able to understand the 
concept or use of an alert button. 
- Consider products that alert when no 

motion is detected. 

Get someone to help with 
practical tasks, such as 
housekeeping and meal 
preparation. You can adjust 
these tasks to make them 
easier. For example, sort 
closets and dresser drawers 
so that fewer options are 
available.

• Someone is in the home 
to supervise activity and 
provide companionship.

• Tasks get accomplished.
• Sorting closets and dresser 

drawers makes decisions 
about what to wear easier.

• The person with dementia may be reluctant to 
accept help. 

• Sorting closets may not help if the person has 
trouble knowing when or how to dress.
- Give the person as much independence as 

possible. Try asking the person first before 
providing hands-on assistance. 

Get support with managing 
personal care, either through 
agency support or friends/
family.

• Maintaining personal 
hygiene supports overall 
general health and 
wellbeing.

• Getting support comes with privacy concerns.
• Services can be costly. 
• If agency support is required, a strong 

relationship between the care provider and 
person with dementia needs to be established. 
This can be a time-consuming and frustrating 
process if there is considerable staff turnover. 
- Try to arrange for consistent workers; 

this will make it easier to build a working 
relationship between the care provider 
and person with dementia. 

• For more information about dementia and 
personal care, visit alzheimer.ca/personalcare. 

Sign up for day programs • Helps the person remain 
an active member of their 
community.

• Provides physical and 
mental stimulation.

• The person with dementia may be reluctant to 
attend a program.
- Try contacting community agencies that 

have volunteer companionship programs.
- Promote the day program as a place 

where the person can share their interests 
and help others. 

For more information about living alone and dementia contact your local Alzheimer Society at  
1-855-705-4636 or visit alzheimer.ca/find.

http://www.alzheimer.ca/personalcare
http://alzheimer.ca/find
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Driving

If the person is still driving, it is recommended to monitor their driving skills and abilities to make sure it 
is still safe for the person to drive. For example, consider if you still feel safe in the car with the person 
driving. 

It is important to plan ahead for the time when driving may no longer be safe. Look for alternative 
modes of transportation such as public transit, services provided by community organizations, 
transportation organized by family and friends or setting up an account with a local taxi company. 

For more information about driving and dementia please read our “Conversations about driving and 
dementia” information sheet available at alzheimer.ca/driving.

USEFUL RESOURCES: 
Alzheimer Society of Canada. Personal care. alzheimer.ca/personalcare 

Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists. Find an occupational therapist. caot.ca/site/findot 

Alzheimer Society of Canada 
20 Eglinton Avenue West, 16th Floor Toronto, Ontario  M4R 1K8 

National Office: 1-800-616-8816   Information and Referrals: 1-855-705-4636 (INFO) 
 info@alzheimer.ca     alzheimer.ca 

  @AlzheimerCanada         @AlzCanada     @AlzheimerCanada

Charitable registration number: 11878 4925 RR0001

http://www.alzheimer.ca/driving
http://www.alzheimer.ca/personalcare
http://caot.ca/site/findot

