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Understanding Wandering 
• Wandering refers to a variety of behaviours that may result in a 

person living with dementia becoming lost. 

• Wandering is a direct result of physical changes in the brain and:
• Is a common behaviour associated with dementia.
• May occur at any time of the day or night.
• May lead the person with dementia outdoors, which can expose them to dangers 

such as traffic or dangerous weather conditions.
• May occur on foot, by car or via public transportation. 



Warning Signs for Wandering

• A person living with dementia returning from a regular walk or 
drive later than usual.

• References a need to fulfill former obligations, such as going to 
work or picking up the children from school.

• A desire to “go home,” even when at home. 



Warning Signs for Wandering Cont'd...

• Has difficulty navigating familiar places, such as locating the 
bathroom or bedroom. 

• Not dressing appropriately for the weather. 
• Pacing, looking confused or disoriented.
• Repeating the same question within a short period of time. 



Case Example 1 – Barbara and Joe

Barbara (76) is a care partner to her husband Joe (78), who 
lives with dementia. The couple live in a bungalow on a 
quiet street in Winnipeg. Joe enjoys a morning walk each 
day to the local coffee shop, about 3 blocks from home. 
Barbara becomes worried as Joe has returned later than 
usual today. 



Case Example 2 – Debby and Oscar

Debby (53) takes her father Oscar (81) to the local shopping 
mall once a week to give her mother (Oscar's wife) some 
respite. Debby and Oscar both use the washroom and have 
arranged to meet one another outside when they are finished. 
Oscar finishes first and instead of waiting outside the 
washroom, he heads through the doors of the mall and into the 
parking lot. Debby is panicked when she can't find her dad.



Case Example 3 – Maria

Maria (63) has been living in an assisted living complex for the 
past 2 years after receiving a diagnosis of Young-Onset 
Alzheimer's Disease. Due to the changes related to her dementia, 
Maria had to retire early from her job as a baker at the local 
grocery store. Other residents report that Maria is in the hallways 
late at night and yesterday security footage caught her walking out 
of the building around 4 am heading towards the bus stop. 



Reasons for Wandering 
• Too hot or cold
• Agitated
• Discomfort (i.e., hungry, in pain, 

or in need of the toilet)
• False beliefs
• Not recognize current home and 

in search of somewhere more 
familiar 

• Continuation of a long-standing 
habit

• Disorientation 
• Delusions/hallucinations 
• Lack of safe activities for energy 

outlet 
• Boredom 
• Restlessness 



Reducing the Risk of Wandering 

5 key areas to consider:

1. Examine the immediate environment 
2. Exercise 
3. Develop meaningful activities 
4. Keep records
5. Develop community connections 

No one thing is going to prevent a person living with dementia from wandering. 
Multiple strategies are recommended to reduce the risk.



What Risk Reduction Might Look Like…



Becoming Prepared 

• Fill out an identification kit



Becoming Prepared Cont’d…

• MedicAlert Safe & Found 

• Customized identification 



Locating Devices 
• Locating devices are electronic tools 

that can be used to follow a person’s 
movements or identify a person’s 
location. 

• No device or system can guarantee 
that a person living with dementia 
will not become lost or that they 
will be found if they do; however, 
they may represent one part of an 
overall strategy to keep the person 
you support safer. 

• Multiple strategies are 
recommended to help reduce the 
risks for wandering. 



Locating Devices Cont’d… 



Locating Devices Cont’d… 



Locating Devices: Ethical Considerations

• If you are deciding whether to use a locating device, consider the 
benefits, drawbacks and safety needs. 

• Question to consider:
• What effect, if any, will there be on personal dignity? 
• During their life, what value has the person living with dementia placed on 

their freedom and independence versus their safety/security? 
• How do these values influence the decision to use a locating device? 



Deciding on a Device 

• Important considerations: 
• Affordability 
• Ease of handling/use 
• Service 
• Reliability 

Is the device comfortable for the 
person to wear? Does it need to be 
attached or carried by the person? 



Deciding on a Device Cont’d… 



If an Incident 
Occurs…

When a person living with 
dementia goes missing, it is an 
emergency- the most important 
thing is to not delay your 
response.

• Step 1: Check common areas

• Step 2: Contact the police or 
RCMP

• Step 3: Mobilize support 



Resources 





Resources Cont’d



Thank you!

Website: https://alzheimer.mb.ca/ 
Email: alzmb@alzheimer.mb.ca 

Phone: (204) 943-6622 or 1(800) 378-6699

Samantha Holland

First Link Regional Team Lead

alzne@alzheimer.mb.ca 

Jessica Harper

First Link Senior Manger

jharper@alzheimer.mb.ca 

https://alzheimer.mb.ca/
mailto:alzmb@alzheimer.mb.ca
mailto:alzne@alzheimer.mb.ca
mailto:jharper@alzheimer.mb.ca


Common Questions

What should you do if you see someone in public 
who looks like they might be lost or confused?



Common Questions

Are there any special considerations for 
reducing the risk of wandering when travelling 

with someone living with dementia?
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