
 Loss of motivation in dementia:
A guide for carers 

 

The importance of motivation
Much of our behaviour is motivated by the drive to 
experience pleasure. We savour the taste of a delicious 
meal, we look forward to an outing with friends, and we 
feel satisfied in a job well done. This capacity for pleasure 
motivates us to anticipate and work towards future goals. 

What is anhedonia?
But what happens when the capacity for pleasure is
disrupted? This toolkit focuses on the symptom of
“anhedonia,” which is a decrease or loss of the ability to
experience enjoyment or pleasure in daily activities.
This loss of interest is caused by changes in the brain
due to dementia, and is not under the person’s control.

Using this toolkit

Recognise key symptoms of anhedonia 
Understand the origin of these symptoms
Better support the person living with dementia

We have developed simple strategies you can use to
improve engagement and quality of life for the person
living with dementia who is experiencing anhedonia. 
Here we will help you to:

At the end of the toolkit, you will find a Quick Guide
covering each of the practical strategies. You may find it
helpful to print the Quick Guide as a handy reference tool.
We also provide some background information on the
scientific research used to develop the toolkit, as well as
further sources of support.



Common signs of anhedonia

Loss of interest in former hobbies and activities
Lack of engagement in social situations
An inability to look forward to events
Loss of pleasure from enjoyable activities
Loss of intimacy and warmth towards others
Reduction in goal-directed behaviour
Decreased initiation of activities
Unwillingness to try new things
Reduced effort/satisfaction in completing tasks
Overall lack of energy and enthusiasm

Impact on daily life
As the ability to anticipate or experience pleasure
decreases, the person living with dementia may show
                                    and become much more focused
on their immediate surroundings. 

They may seem                  
and                                                           Deviating from an
established routine may cause                                         

The resulting                            may prevent them 
from initiating or completing basic acts of daily living
(e.g., getting dressed, attending to personal hygiene). 

Effects on carers and families
Changes caused by anhedonia can be difficult to 
manage. Carers may feel helpless or unable to 
motivate the person with dementia to engage in 
activities that they once found enjoyable. As a result, 
the carer may find themselves opting out of social 
events, which can lead to isolation or depression.

Over time, the effort required to motivate the person 
living with dementia can become too much for their 
carer or family members. They may neglect their own 
needs, feel socially detached or disengaged from 
friends or family, and may feel frustrated or 
disconnected from the person living with dementia. 

restricted interests,

unwilling to engage in new activities
inflexible or set in their ways.

agitation or aggression.

loss of drive



Key principles to keep in mind

Anhedonia is a complex feature, particularly in some
types of dementia (e.g., frontotemporal dementia).
This loss of interest is caused by biological changes in

their brain - it is not under the person's control.

Anhedonia can present in different ways depending

on the personality of the person and their interests.

Symptoms may vary depending on the context or

level of stimulation in the environment.

Trying to motivate someone experiencing anhedonia

can be extremely challenging.

It is quite normal to feel upset or frustrated by these

changes; importantly, remember that these

behaviours are not deliberate or intended to be

hurtful to you or to others.

We have developed practical steps to better support 
carers of people living with dementia who are 
experiencing anhedonia. These strategies are informed 
by our research and positive behaviour support 
programs, and have been tailored to the loss of interest 
and lack of engagement caused by anhedonia. 

It is important to note that not all strategies will work for 
all people and it may take trial and error to find what 
works best for your circumstances. If you are struggling 
to cope or feeling overwhelmed, please ask for help from 
friends or family, or seek professional support. We 
provide a list of support sources at the end of this toolkit.

Supporting the person 
with anhedonia



1. Reframe the behaviour
Anhedonia is a complex clinical feature. While the
associated symptoms may feel disruptive or hurtful
to you, a proactive approach is to try to view the
behaviour in a different way. For example:

Managing anhedonia

"They don't want to visit
their grandchildren 

anymore"
 
 

"They aren't interested 
in doing anything but 

watching TV"

"They are unable to 
anticipate how much 

they will enjoy visiting 
their grandchildren"

 
"They are unable to 

think of or to initiate 
other pleasurable 

activities"
 

2. Revisit the past
One size does not fit all. Sometimes, the activity
being suggested may no longer be pleasurable to
the person living with dementia. Changes in memory
may lead them to rely more on memories from their
childhood or early adulthood. Activities, objects, and
music from these time periods may evoke a strong
sense of nostalgia and can motivate and energise
the person. Some trial and error may be needed to
find the appropriate triggers for action. Ask friends,
former colleagues, family members for ideas, and
build new activities around these suggestions.

3. Explore new interests
Personality changes in some types of dementia (e.g., 
frontotemporal dementia) can lead to new skills 
(e.g., artistic talent) and interests (e.g., colours, 
music, puzzles, food). Some of these new interests 
can be used to break repetitive cycles of behaviour, 
and offer a good reason to leave the house .

Example: 
Go on a walk together to spot items related to the person's new 
interests. Take photos of the items, tick them off a list, and make a 
photo album to review the activity together.



4. Create a sense of purpose
We all want to be included in society and to
participate meaningfully in life. For people living with
dementia, we can encourage and support their
engagement by cultivating a sense of purpose. Set
simple tasks that you start together, and track their
progress using a checklist. When completed, the
person living with dementia can tick off their
achievements. A strong sense of purpose is often
related to the person's past achievements or roles
(e.g., career, hobbies, sport, cooking, caring).

5. Use rewards to motivate
Positive reinforcement can be used to encourage or
promote certain types of behaviour. This involves
presenting a reward to a person immediately
following the desired behaviour, so that the person
associates this behaviour with a positive outcome.
This can increase the likelihood of the behaviour
occurring again in the future. Types of reward might
include: music, games, a favourite tv show, praise,
attention, a favourite food, or a hug.

It is important that the reward you choose is
meaningful for the person with dementia and will be
valued by them as something rewarding. You should
also consider the context and timing of the reward.
For example, it may not be appropriate to use food
as a reward straight after a large meal. Similarly,
using loud energising music may not be effective to
encourage the person to go to bed.

Case study: 

A former midwife with Alzheimer's disease found great pleasure in 
assisting with simple tasks at her residential aged care home. As 
someone with a strong work ethic, this satisfied her need to feel 
useful and busy. Staff members noted a reduction in agitation and 
wandering behaviour, and fewer requests to go home.



6. Optimise the environment
A cluttered environment may obscure items or 
objects that motivate the person living with 
dementia, leading to frustration. Ensuring that items 
which trigger their interest are visible and easily 
accessible can help to encourage engagement in 
activities. Creating structure through schedules, 
activity checklists and clocks/calendars may also 
help them to feel more in control of their activities. 
Try to encourage a natural flow in the environment 
where the person with dementia can follow an 
intuitive path from an item of interest to its 
corresponding activity. For example, placing their 
camera in proximity to their shoes and the door may 
motivate them to go outside to take photographs.

7. Visualise
Our research shows that many people living with 
dementia find it difficult to envisage future events or 
to imagine pleasurable experiences. This can lead to a 
loss of motivation and anhedonia. We can overcome 
this difficulty by using what are known as "guided 
simulation" techniques where we bring the event to 
the person. Try to set the scene by painting a picture 
of how the experience is likely to unfold, emphasising 
the positive aspects, and why they might enjoy it. 

Example 

Instead of suggesting, "shall we go to the beach?," we can use a guided 
simulation of how pleasant the experience will be. Describe the visual 
aspects of the scene, the feeling of the sun on your skin, how nice it will 
be to walk along the shore, to smell the sea air, to eat an ice cream...

Guided simulation can help the person with dementia to connect with 
the pleasure that a future event will bring. This can help them to feel 
more motivated to engage in activities.

Instead of:

"Shall we go 
to the beach?"

Try this:
 

"Let's think 
about how nice 

it will be to go to 
the beach....."

 
 



Sources of support
National Dementia Helpline: 1800 100 500

Dementia Support Australia: 1800 699 799
Carer Gateway: 1800 422 737

Lifeline (24 hours): 13 11 14
 

Further information
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the nature of memory and the self in dementia. Ageing
Research Reviews, 54: 100932.
O'Callaghan et al. (2019). Hippocampal atrophy and intrinsic
brain network dysfunction relate to alterations in mind
wandering in neurodegeneration. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, 116(8): 3316-3321.
Kumfor et al. (2018). Apathy in Alzheimer's disease and
frontotemporal dementia: Distinct clinical profiles and
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This toolkit was co-developed and designed by
Professor Muireann Irish in collaboration with
researchers at the FRONTIER research group,
University of Sydney, and the Black Dog Institute. 

We also received valuable input from individuals
living with dementia, carers and former carers of
people with dementia who are members of  the
Sydney Dementia Network Lived Experience Expert
Advisory Panel (SDN-LEEAP).

Contact us: 
Professor Muireann Irish
School of Psychology and Brain & Mind Centre
The University of Sydney
Email: muireann.irish@sydney.edu.au
FRONTIER website:  https://frontierftd.org/index.html 

The toolkit draws on the following scientific research:



6. Optimise the environment
Provide structure and guidance. Declutter the
environment to highlight important activity cues.
Bring objects to the person to initiate the activity.

2. Revisit the past
Objects, games, books, and music from childhood
or early adulthood may evoke nostalgia and can
promote engagement in activities. 

1. Reframe
Remember these symptoms are part of 
dementia and caused by changes in the brain. 
They are not under the person's control.

5. Reward the positives 
Personalised rewards can be powerful motivators. 
Select rewards that are meaningful for the person 
and appropriate for the time of day/context. 

 Anhedonia 
Quick Guide

3. Explore new interests
Personality changes in dementia may bring 
new interests. Try new hobbies together and 
track how engaged the person is. Select the 
best activities to build into your routine.

4. Create purpose
Support the person to feel useful and fulfilled.
Think of their past achievements (work, sport,
home) or new skills they might like to try. Use
checklists to track their progress and reactions.

7. Help to visualise
Help set the scene through vivid descriptions. 
Talk the person through positive aspects of 
engaging in the activity/event. Talk about the 
benefits of participating and how they will feel.


