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When washing, bathing or
personal care becomes a battle
If the daily wash has turned into a fight, you are not failing. It is one of the

most common — and most under-talked-about — parts of dementia care.

Most of it is fear, cold, and dignity. All of them are fixable.

Why it happens

Fear of falling — slippery surfaces, no rails, water on glass. Many older adults are

terrified of the bath even if they can't say so.

Cold. Bathrooms are usually the coldest room in the house and undressing makes it

worse.

Loss of privacy — being undressed by an adult child or a stranger is mortifying for

many of their generation.

Sensory overload — running water sounds like rushing crowds; the shower spray

feels like needles.

Forgetting why it's needed — they genuinely believe they washed yesterday.

Depression — withdrawal from self-care is one of the most under-recognised

signs.

What actually helps

Warm the room first. A heater on for ten minutes before, towels on the radiator,

water already warm. Cold derails the whole routine.

Offer a choice, not a question. 'Bath or shower today?' beats 'Do you want a bath?'

(the answer to which will be no).

Same time of day every day. Many people are easiest in the late morning, not first

thing.



Body wash on a flannel at the sink is a full wash. You don't need a bath.

No-rinse wipes, leave-in shampoo and dry shampoo are dignified, not lazy. Use

them on the days the full wash isn't going to happen.

Cover up between steps — a towel on the lap, a robe on the shoulders. Nakedness

for the whole wash is rarely necessary.

Music they love, on quietly. Distracts from the discomfort.

A same-sex paid carer for personal care is often the unlock when an adult child

can no longer do it.

Praise the outcome ('your hair smells lovely'), never the cooperation ('thank you

for letting me').

When to ask for help

Sudden refusal after months of cooperation — check for a UTI, pain, or a fall they

haven't mentioned.

Skin breakdown, sores, or smell that doesn't shift — call the district nurse (UK) or

PCP / home health (US).

Aggression that scares you or them — talk to the GP or memory clinic. There is

almost always something that can be changed.

Track what works, what doesn't

A two-minute log per day quickly tells you which routine is winning — and gives the GP or

PCP the pattern they need. 7-day free trial.

Start free trial

General guidance for family carers. For sudden behaviour change, skin issues or aggression, contact the GP /
primary-care doctor.

Free guide from The Care Companion — practical tools for families caring for someone with dementia. More guides at

thecarecompanion.com/guides
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