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Wandering Behavior: Causes and Solutions 

 
As many as 60% of the 5.1 million Americans with Alzheimer’s disease will display wandering behaviors at 
some point in the disease process.  Sometimes wandering is little more than continual pacing within a 
small area, but it can often lead to the individual becoming separated from their caregiver.  Alzheimer’s 
disease (AD) affects cognitive function of the brain and impairs the three systems normal adults use to 
know where they are:  
 1.  Short and long term memory to identify landmarks 

2.  Sense of time and speed to judge distance 
3.  Visual-spatial sense to know direction angles and expected arrival 
     times between landmarks.   

 
People that display this behavior may wander around the room, from room to room, or even out of the 
house or facility.  They may wander away while on a trip to the grocery store or other location.  Wandering 
can occur on foot, in a car or on public transportation.   
 
Critical wandering is when a person wanders away from supervised care, a  
controlled environment, or cannot be located.  Wandering can be random, where a person moves about 
aimlessly with no apparent goal, or goal-orientation.  This behavior can be attributed to trying to go home 
or searching for the restroom.   
 
Most of the focus is placed on critical wandering due to the risk to the person with AD.  According to the 
Butler and Barnett study, the incidence of critical wandering is 1% among AD patients.  It is estimated that 
there are 125,000 critical wandering incidents in the United States each year.1 Confused and sometimes 
unable to ask for help, Alzheimer’s patients who wander are at risk from weather, traffic, and those who 
prey on the helpless.  Some have driven thousands of miles from home while others have died from 
exposure a short distance from their doorsteps. Getting them home can be a challenge as the person may 
forget their name and address, or give an old address. Additionally, Alzheimer’s patients often hide in hard 
to see places like bushes or ditches.  They may also not respond when their name is called.  
 
Triggers 
People with AD wander for a variety of reasons.  They may be searching for someone or something 
familiar, such as where they used to live or work.  They may need something, like food, water, a bathroom, 
or companionship, and can’t communicate about it, so they set out to find it.  When out in public it is very 
important to avoid stressful, intense energy situations that exacerbate the flight urge such as malls, 
airports, and grocery stores.  Because they are in large places it can also make locating the individual 
difficult.  
 
Consider these possible triggers: 

Agitation 
Anxiety  
Medication side effects 

 Stress 
 Confusion related to time 
 Restlessness 



 Inability to recognize familiar people, places or objects 
 
Remember there are some things that a caregiver should avoid doing when dealing with wandering 
behavior.  Don’t raise your voice.  It is important to keep a neutral and calm tone of voice.  Never restrain 
the person with AD or leave them alone in a locked room.  Only use sedatives as a last resort and under 
the medical supervision of a physician. 
 
Prevention 
It is important to take precautions to prevent the individual from wandering away from their home. Most 
important for Alzheimer's/dementia families is to make certain that all environmental safeguards have been 
made inside the home.   
 
Here are some suggestions to safeguard against a critical wandering incident from Coach Broyles 
Playbook and The Alzheimer’s Store: 
 

□ Check doors to be sure they are locked. 
□ Remind visitors to close doors securely behind them. 
□ Make neighbors, repairmen, home health aids, or personal care providers aware of the issue. 
□ Consider installing a keyed deadbolt. 
□ Consider hanging bells on the doors, so you hear the door opening. 
□ Place safety latches up high and down low on doors. 
□ Make sure they receive enough exercise and sleep.  
□ Place cloth of the same color over doorknobs, or paint the doorknobs and doors the same color as 

the walls. 
□ Set-up door alarms on every door with a remote alarm that rings in another location of the house. 
□ Set-up a motion detector in their bedroom that rings in the caregiver’s bedroom or wherever they 

choose. 
□ Install chain-locks on every door – not at eye level.  This gives the caregiver a little more time to get 

to the person who is trying to leave.  There are chain-locks available with a key that allows the 
caregiver to get back inside the house, should the person ‘lock them out’. 

□ Use visual cues such as a black mat in front of each exit door – which might represent a “black hole” 
to them.  

□ Outside paths should not lead to the gates.  Put a chair in the middle of the path.  Put extra locks on 
the gates – don’t nail them shut, which allows for use in case of emergencies. 

□ Enroll them in Medic Alert+ Safe Return www.medicalert.org/safereturn, Senior Safety Net 
www.seniorsafetynet.org or use some other identification tool. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tracking Devices   

http://www.medicalert.org/safereturn
http://www.seniorsafetynet.org/


There are many products available now that can track the individual if they wander away.  Some rely on 
radio-frequency (RF) technology, while others use global satellite positioning (GPS).  The following list is 
intended to give you an idea of the variety of products available.  The Alzheimer’s Association does not 
endorse any company or product listed. 
 
Electronic Tracking 
Products 

Device/Program Details Things to Consider 

Project Lifesaver 
815 Battlefield Blvd. S.  
Chesapeake, VA 23322 
 
Phone: 757-546-5502 
Fax: 787-546-5503 
contact@projectlifesaver.org
www.projectlifesaver.org
 
 
AVAILABLE IN TRAVIS CO.  
by calling 512-854-4394  

Clients that are enrolled in the 
Project Lifesaver program wear a 
personalized wristband that can 
be tracked outdoors by a hand-
held antenna using a RF signal. 
When caregivers notify the local 
Project Lifesaver agency that the 
person is missing, a search and 
rescue team responds to the 
wanderer's area and starts 
searching with the mobile locater 
tracking system.  

Batteries in wristband must be 
checked daily and cost around 
$300. 
 
Only sold to law enforcement 
agencies. 
 
Cost is deferred for qualifying low 
income families. 
 
 

Wanderless System by 
Locator System Corp 
692 Summas St. 
Victoria, BC  Canada 
 
Phone: 866-863-5155 
Fax: 250-381-9426 
 
www.locatorsystemscorp.com
 

The Wanderless system consists 
of a Personal Locator Transmitter 
(PLT) worn by wander-prone 
residents either in a wrist strap, 
necklace, or a small module 
included in clothing, or attached 
to a wheelchair or electric 
scooter and Receiver to be used 
in a care or nursing facility. If a 
resident wearing a PLT wanders 
outside of the present safety 
zone, an audible alarm sounds 
on the Receiver, notifying care 
providers. 

Also available for personal use.  
Provides small devices that can be 
attached to the wandering person’s 
clothing, bracelets, etc.  They are 
tracked over a range of several 
miles with large antennas that are 
worn inside the clothing of the 
caregiver-they are sewn into the 
back of jackets, etc.  The locator 
indicates direction and rough 
distance only using a RF signal. 
 
 

Nextel Sprint Family Locator 
Service 
Phone: 866-329-9960 
www.nextel.com
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nextel Sprint Family Locator 

Offers GPS-enabled phones.  
There are a number of 3rd-party 
services that will display the 
exact location of a phone on the 
web (within 10 meters or so, 
depending on weather 
conditions, view of sky, etc.)  
 
Locate family members anytime, 
anywhere, from any web-enabled 
mobile phone or from the web.  
Features include: 
 
Locate from any web-enabled 
phone – access your Sprint 
Family Locator account from the 

Almost any Sprint or Nextel phone 
can be used as a locatable “child” 
phone, which is all that is required 
to locate the phone from the Sprint 
Family Locator website.   
 
There is no additional charge to 
use the mobile web application 
beyond the standard $9.99 
monthly service fee, though a data 
plan is recommended. 
 
You must use the Sprint Family 
Locator website to sign up for this 
add-on. You'll also use the website 
to configure the service (determine 

mailto:contact@projectlifesaver.org
http://www.projectlifesaver.org/
http://www.locatorsystemscorp.com/
http://www.nextel.com/


Service (cont.) mobile web.  
 
Interactive mapping - View up to 
four family members’ locations, 
real-time, on an interactive map 
that includes street addresses 
and surrounding landmarks. 

which phones will be located, 
select child notifications, etc).  
 
Pricing  
Sprint Family Locator - 
$9.99/month per family (includes 
up to 4 locatable phones per 
family). 

EmFinders 
 
www.emfinders.com
info@emfinders.com
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The EmFinders solution 
combines two critical technology 
elements:  
●         FCC-mandated network 
technology and 
●        The new generation of 
low-cost, small, and efficient 
wireless devices.    
 
The EmFinders' solution enables 
a caregiver to remotely activate 
911 emergency location features 
on a discrete wireless device that 
is worn or carried by a person 
under their care. 

The EmFinders' solution is 
designed to leverage existing 
emergency responder 
technologies and processes, so 
municipalities are not required to 
install new systems.  
 
The core capabilities have been 
demonstrated and verified through 
joint testing with the Alzheimer’s 
Association and Public Safety 
communications officials. 
 
Not on the market yet. 

Spot Satellite Messenger by 
Spot Inc. 
 
Phone: 866-651-7768 
www.findmespot.com
 

A 7 oz. waterproof 
communications device that 
keeps in constant contact with 
GPS and communications 
satellites almost anywhere in the 
world.  The Spot can store your 
position over time.  Main 
features: 
1. OK Check feature allows you 
to send a signal to loved ones 
informing them that you are fine. 
If a message does not go 
through every few days, they will 
be alerted that something is 
wrong.   
2. Ask for Help feature notifies 
friends and family of your 
location and tells them you need 
help. 
3.  911 Mode alerts the 
authorities and supplies the GPS 
coordinates. 
4.  Can track constantly by 
satellite. 
 

$170 to purchase device 
$99/year for satellite service. 
 
Company also offers a $7.95/year 
search-and-rescue insurance for 
those times when even Spot can’t 
help you. 
 
Works for 14 days on 1 battery 
charge.  
 
Satellite based so effectiveness 
affected by weather conditions and 
view of sky, etc. 
 
Best for mild to moderate dementia 
and does not need law 
enforcement intervention. 
 
Call for help must be initiated by 
user. 
 

Wherifone Offers a large watch that fixes its Person must be able to operate a 

http://www.emfinders.com/
mailto:info@emfinders.com
http://www.findmespot.com/


2500 Bridge Pkwy., #210 
Redwood Shores, CA  94065 
 
Phone:  877-943-7439 
Fax:  650-551-5225 
www.wherifywireless.com
 
 
 
 
 

location via GPS and 
communicates the location over 
cell phone frequencies.  The 
location is displayed on a web 
page.  Easy to use GPS Locator 
Phone. 
 
 
 
 

cell phone. 
 
Features: 
Call or find your loved one 
nationwide  
 
Request location online or  any 
phone  
Program up to 23 numbers to the 
speed dial & phone book buttons  
 
Compact and light weight  
 
Available at Toys R’ Us or Sharper 
Image for around $80.  Service 
packages range from $20-
$50/month. 

WA-900 Supervised 900MHz 
Wireless Wander Alert by 
Emergency Caller Products 
800-272-2474 
www.energencycaller.com  
 

The pendant Transmitter 
automatically sends a signal 
every 10 sec. to the receiver-
dialer.  If the receiver doesn’t 
hear from the pendant within a 1, 
2 or 3 minute period, (indicating 
patient has traveled a distance 
away) the receiver-dialer will 
automatically sound the alarm 
strobe and/or dial emergency 
numbers and deliver the 
emergency message. 

$474.65 for the receiver and 
transmitter pendant. 
 
No monthly service fee. 
 
Pendant worn as bracelet or 
anklet.   
 
Works up to 1,000 ft. 
 
Offers a variety of settings: only 
alarm to sound or for the alarm to 
sound and emergency numbers 
dialed. 
 

 
Action Plan 
It is important to have an action plan in place in the event of a critical wandering incident.  Create a 
Wandering Person Profile - create a document with the person's name, date of birth, photo, physical 
description, clothing descriptions, etc. to provide as much information as possible to law enforcement. 
 
 1.  Respond immediately to the wandering incident. The first 24 hours after a patient wanders away 
are critical.  After 24 hours, the chance of the patient being found injured or dead increases dramatically. 
 2.  Check all exits. 
 3.  If not located in the building, continue looking outside.  Wanderers tend to walk towards their 
dominant hand and/or the sun.  They always take the path of least resistance.  Most individuals are found 
within 1.5 miles of where they wandered from.2 

4.  Contact law enforcement to report the person missing.  Give them your Wandering Person 
Profile and as much detail on what the individual was wearing, current hair style, etc.  Be sure to have 
recent photos of the person available.    
 
 A Word on Driving 

http://www.wherifywireless.com/
http://www.energencycaller.com/


Because Alzheimer’s disease destroys the brain’s cognitive mapping ability, it can cause persons with it to 
lose their way on familiar routes. A detour or wrong turn can set up a panic reaction that wipes out all 
sense of direction, time, purpose and recall of familiar landmarks.  The person is likely to drive until they 
run out of gas and then continue to proceed on foot.   
 
Texas is one of the few states that have a Silver Alert system, a statewide missing senior citizen alert that 
utilizes the highway signs Network.  Requests for activation must come from a law enforcement agency.  
Family or legal guardian will be required to provide documentation from a medical or mental health 
professional of the senior citizen’s condition.  Highway signs will be activated only if accurate vehicle 
information is available and it is confirmed that the person was driving the vehicle at the time of the 
disappearance.  All 5 criteria must be met in order to activate the Network. 

1.  Is the missing person 65 years of age or older? 
2.  Is their domicile in Texas? 
3.  Do they have a diagnosed impaired mental condition and their safety and health at risk? 
4.  Is the Silver Alert request within 72 hours of the disappearance? 
5.  Is there sufficient information available to disseminate that could assist in locating the senior 
citizen? 

 
Taking the keys away from a loved one can be very difficult.  Keep in mind that it is a public safety issue if 
a person with AD continues to drive once experiencing cognitive deterioration to the point of getting lost, 
disoriented or confused.  People with AD in a state of disorientation may mistake the gas for the break, 
forget how to turn on headlights or wipers, or misread intersection signals.  Be sure to speak with your 
physician if you are concerned. 
  
 
 
Alzheimer’s Disease: A Guide for Law Enforcement Officials, Alzheimer’s Association. 1998. 
 
1Alzheimer’s Disease and Related Disorders SAR Research: Wandering Overview, Unknown. dbS 
  Productions, http://www.dbs-sar.com/SAR_Research/wandering.htm  
 
Alzheimer’s Disease Education Program (ADEP): A Training Program for Health  

Care Staff & Caregivers. Alzheimer’s Association – Capital of Texas Chapter. 2007 ed. 
 

Coach Broyles’ Playbook for Alzheimer’s Caregivers: A Practical Tips Guide.  Broyles, J. Frank. Alzheimer’s  
 Association, www.alzheimer’splaybook.com  
 
The Alzheimer’s Store, www.alzstore.com  
 
2Training for Encountering the Person with Alzheimer’s disease or Dementia, Alzheimer’s Association –  
 Capital of Texas Chapter. 2008. 
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