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SUNDOWNERS
A SOFT WORD, BUT A DIFFICULT CONDITION CAREGIVING

Sundowners – it’s such a soft sounding word for 
a very challenging condition. Sundowning refers 
to an extreme state of confusion that often occurs 
during the late afternoon or evening for people with 
dementia or Alzheimer’s. It can manifest in a variety 
of concerning behaviors that include anxiety, 
aggression, paranoia, hallucinations, shouting, 
inability to follow directions, pacing, or wandering. 
Source: Medical News Today

Up to 20 percent of adults with Alzheimer’s experience 
Sundowners Syndrome. Unfortunately, the exact cause 
isn’t known and there is no way to predict whether your 
senior will be affected by it. While the cause isn’t known, 
there are several avoidable factors that are known to 
aggravate it:

 •  Fatigue •  Low lighting

 •  Shadows •  A change in schedule

While your loved one may act aggressive, combative, 
and angry, it’s important to remember that, for many of 
our seniors, these emotions are based in a fear response 
and/or an intense feeling of needing to get away. It’s not 
a rational set of reactions but the emotions are real to 
them. Your empathy is key towards driving efforts to calm 
and reassure them, and can go a long way toward helping 
control your own frustrated reactions during this time. 
Neither of you asked for this.

Sundowning doesn’t reliably respond to medications 
or medical interventions. Many of the medications that 
might be tried have side effects that trigger alternate 
confusion or aggravation for your loved one. And, 
what triggers them now may not be what triggers or 
exacerbates it in the future.

Sundowners or delirium?
The symptoms of Sundowners and  
Delirium are similar; however, they are  
very different conditions. Delirium often begins  
suddenly and doesn’t necessarily occur at  
specific times. Sundowners creeps up as  
dementia progresses and very often is more pronounced in 
the afternoon and evening.

Some causes for delirium include:

• Urinary tract infection

• Stroke

• Low blood sugar

• Drug interactions

• Head injury

• Carbon monoxide

• Lung or heart problems

Since delirium is often a reaction to a condition, it can be 
more easily addressed directly and medically.

Source: Medical News Today

https://wellsky.com/
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/324516#seeing-a-doctor
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/324516#seeing-a-doctor
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You can help to reduce the  
challenges of sundowning through  
a multitude of holistic means:
•  Maintain a predictable schedule,  

especially in the afternoon and evening.

•  Increase the amount of daylight  
that your loved one is exposed to.

•  Limit afternoon naps.

•  Limit caffeine, sugar, and liquid druing the late afternoon.

•  Close curtains and turn on lights at sundown.

•  Reduce the amount of activity, including TV, at night.

•  If their confusion starts at the time of day that people 
are getting home from work and preparing dinner, try to 
decrease the chaos or move them to a quieter part of 
the house.

•  Play soothing music or nature sounds.

•  Take an evening walk.

•  Utilize a night light in the room where they sleep.

•  Avoid restraining your loved one or arguing with them 
when they are agitated. Pacing can help them work off 
the agitation. Reassurance, rather than argument, will 
help calm them.

•  Sometimes the best solution is distraction. Offer your 
senior a favorite snack, beloved object, or change  
in activity. Even simple tasks like folding laundry can  
be used to distract and involve their brain in a less  
reactive way. 

Since Sundowner’s does not always follow a predictable 
pattern, it is important to pay attention to potential 
triggers, as well as to which activities seem to soothe 
the confusion. Knowing your loved one’s triggers can 
potentially help you gift them with the internal tools to 
handle their own feelings of frustration and confusion.

Sources: Mayo Clinic, Alzheimer’s Association, AARP and  
Medical News Today

The calming properties of aroma 
and touch therapy
Many institutions have successfully 
incorporated aroma and touch 
therapies into their evening routines. 
You can employ this in your home as well. 

A diffuser with essential oils is easy to add to any room. 
You can also apply an essential oil to a cotton ball in a 
small bowl on the nightstand or common area. Aromas 
that are calming include lavender, rosemary, rose, ylang-
ylang, chamomile, blue tansy, frankincense, jasmine, 
vanilla, and cinnamon. Try one scent at a time to determine 
which ones may be effective for your loved one.

If your senior is amenable to touch, a foot or hand 
massage, perhaps combined with a warm water soak, can 
be helpful. Some people enjoy having their head or scalp 
rubbed. Even simply holding their hands can ground and 
support them during this confusing time.

Source: AARP
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