
Distress as 
Communication: 

The Brain 
Behind the 
Behaviour



About

We specialise in training and consultancy to support the health 
and social care sector in providing excellent quality care. We 
specialise in three areas:

·Dementia Care
·Wellbeing, Activities, and meaningful occupations 
·Mindfulness, wellbeing and mental health support for care 
partners and health and social care staff.

We provide training and support for NHS, Social Care, Care 
partners and the community in all areas of our specialties. From 
training to in house coaching, Quality Inspections, strategy 
writing and support, wellbeing and mental health support for 
care partners.

Health care Professionals, Mindfulness Practitioners, Dementia 
Coaches, Teepa Snow trainers, National Award winner, Previous 
Strategic and Operational Dementia Lead for a large care home 
company



Distress - 
What Do 
We Think 
Of First?



Agitation

Challenging behaviour

Escalation

Risk

“How do we manage 
it?”

“How do we fix it?”



The Changing brain 



The Beautiful brain





What is the brain experiencing?

What has changed for this person?

What need is unmet?

What emotion sits underneath 
this?

Distress is communication.



Is This Dementia — 
Or Is This Human?

• Fear
• Loss of control
• Confusion
• Overstimulation
• Pain
• Loneliness



When the brain feels 
unsafe:

The emotional brain takes 
over

Logic reduces
Fight / Flight / Freeze 

increases
Processing slows

Sensory input 
overwhelms

This is not dementia.
This is being human.

Now imagine:

Not understanding where you 
are

Not recognising people
Not processing language 

properly
Living in constant uncertainty

The stress response becomes 
more frequent.

Distress is often the brain 
trying to protect itself



Distress – What Do 
We Think of Now?

• Not behaviour
• Not something to fix
• Not something to label

But…

• The human brain
• A stress response
• A human response
• A brain needing safety
• Brain changes on top of 

this



• What is this brain experiencing 
right now?

• And what would safety look like 
for this person?

Because when we support the brain,
we support the person.
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