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CARING FOR SOMEONE WITH  
PHYSICAL NEEDS 

 

Everyday Personal Care 
(Bathing, Dressing, Grooming, Toileting, 
Mouth Care, Skin Care & Pressure Sores) 

 

 
 

After a stroke, your loved one may need help with personal care activities. These 

include bathing, dressing, toileting and oral or mouth care.    

 

What Do You Need to Know? 
 

It may be hard for your loved one to accept your help. Feeling embarrassed or 

ashamed are normal emotions. Listen to your loved one talk about how they feel. Be 

supportive and understanding. Allow your loved one to do as much as possible. Be 

close by to help if needed.   

 

Helpful Tips 
 

Bathing 
 

• Plan bathing at the time of day when your loved one has the most energy.  

• Gather all supplies ahead of time. Never leave an unsteady loved one alone in 

the bath or shower. 

• Check the temperature of the water before you start. Make sure the water is 

not “too hot” or “too cold.” 

• Let your loved one do as much as possible. Allow him or her to wash the 

parts within reach. 

• Use assistive devices to make bathing easier and safer. These can include a 

shower bench, non-skid bath mats and grab bars. 

 

What if your loved one is bedridden? 

If your loved one is bedridden (unable to get out of bed), you can do a bed bath. To 

make it easier, perform the bed bath in steps.  

 

• First, cover the body with towels.  

• Wash in sections, removing only 1 towel at a time.  

• Cover the area again after drying. This will provide privacy and keep your 

loved one warm.  

 

Dressing 
 

• Assistive devices, like zipper pulls, can help your loved one dress themselves. 

Velcro 
®

* closures can be used to replace buttons, zippers and shoe laces.  
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• Loose fitting clothes are best. It’s harder to put on tight fitting clothes. Pants 

or skirts with elastic waistbands are easy to pull on and off. 

• Clothes should fasten in the front. Avoid clothing that needs to be pulled over 

the head.  

• Have your loved one sit down to dress. Put the affected arm/leg into clothes 

first. When undressing, take the affected arm/leg out of the clothes last.  

• Shoes should have a non-skid tread and not slip off easily. Use shoes with 

Velcro
®
* fasteners. 

 

Grooming 
 

• Shaving can be made safer by using an electric razor. This will reduce the risk 

of cuts and nicks. 

• Long handle hairbrushes or combs will be easier for your loved one to use. 

 

Toileting 
 

• Make sure the walkway to the bathroom is well-lit.  

• If needed, place a bedside commode or a urinal near the bed at night. Put the 

commode and urinal in the closet during the day to avoid embarrassing your 

loved one. 

• Only use adult diapers as a last resort.  

 

Oral or Mouth Care 
 

• Help your loved one brush his or her teeth twice a day.  

• Remember to brush the tongue. The tongue is covered with bacteria that can 

lead to dental problems.  

• Take note of the color of gums and condition of teeth. Notify the dentist if 

you have concerns.  

 

Skin Care 
 

• Avoid using soaps and bubble bath with fragrances. Chemicals in these items 

often irritate the skin. Itching and rashes may occur. Make sure to completely 

rinse the skin with clean water after washing. 

• Avoid using laundry detergents or fabric softeners with fragrances. They also 

can irritate the skin. Use dye-free products instead. 

• Use a lotion after bathing to keep the skin moist. Avoid using lotions with 

perfumes or alcohol. Use a lotion high in petroleum, such as Aquaphor ™* to 

prevent dry skin. 

• Check the skin regularly for any rashes or sores. A good time to do this is 

during bath time. Talk to your healthcare team about any concerns. 
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Is Your Loved One at Risk for Pressure Sores? 
 

Being confined to a bed or a wheelchair raises the risk of pressure sores. Pressure 

sores happen when “pressure” to parts of the body decreases the blood flow. This 

can occur from laying or sitting too long. The most common areas for pressure sores 

are boney areas. These include heels, elbows, hips and the tailbone.  

 

To prevent pressure sores: 
 

• Change position at least every two hours. Use a lifting sheet to move your 

loved one. This will keep the skin from being dragged across the bed sheets.  

• Change bed sheets daily or more often to keep your loved one clean and dry. 

Skin that sits in urine or sweat is more likely to develop a sore.  

• Keep bed sheets pulled flat. Wrinkles in sheets can rub skin and cause 

pressure sores.  

• Place pillows or pads between the knees and under elbows and ankles.  

• If possible, get your loved one up and moving. This will increase blood flow 

and lower the chance of pressure sores.   

 

Remember 
 

• Be supportive and listen. Your loved one may be ashamed to accept help.  

• Let your loved one do as much as possible. 

• Use assistive devices to make personal care easier and safer. 

 
More Resources  
 

The following resources contain internet links. The location of internet pages can 

change. Therefore the links provided may not always work. For the most current 

version of this list, go to http://www.rorc.research.va.gov/rescue/resources. This 

page will be updated frequently. 

 

Link Disclaimer: Links to information and Web sites outside of the Department of 

Veterans Affairs do not indicate an endorsement of products or services offered by 

the sites. In addition, these sites may have privacy and security policies that are 

inconsistent with those of VA. 

 

American Geriatrics Society Foundation for Health in Aging 

Web: http://www.healthinaging.org  

Phone: 1-800-563-4916 
 

The American Geriatrics Society (AGS) has a guide called “Eldercare at Home.” 

It is a step-by-step guide to caring for an older person at home. This guide is 

available free of charge on their Web site. Go to this link: 

http://www.healthinaging.org/public_education/eldercare  

http://www.rorc.research.va.gov/rescue/resources
http://www.healthinaging.org/
http://www.healthinaging.org/public_education/eldercare
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Eldercare Locator 

Web: http://www.eldercare.gov  

Phone: 1-800-677-1116 
 

Eldercare Locator can help you find resources in your area to help with personal care 

needs. Resources include home health care and nursing aides. 

 

My HealtheVet (MHV)  

Web: http://www.myhealth.va.gov 
 

My HealtheVet (MHV) provides trusted information on stroke and other health 

conditions. It also provides resources for stroke caregivers and tools to track your 

loved one’s health. 
 

Also visit the Caregiver Assistance Center on the My HealtheVet Web site. This 

section provides more information on caregiving. 
 

• Go to: http://www.myhealth.va.gov  

• Click on the button that says “Enter Here” 

• Click on “Research Health” on the top bar, then “Healthy Living Centers” 

• Click on “Caregiver Assistance” 

 

National Institutes of Health (NIH) 

Web: http://www.health.nih.gov  

Phone: 1-301-496-4000 
 

The National Institutes of Health has a caregiver guide to dental care. Go to this link: 

http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/OralHealth/Topics/DevelopmentalDisabilities/DentalCare

EveryDay.htm  

 

Strength for Caring 

Web: http://www.strengthforcaring.com  

Phone: 1-866-466-3458 
 

Strength for Caring has information for caregivers on caring for someone with 

physical needs. They have information on “Bathing & Skincare.” Go to this link: 

http://www.strengthforcaring.com/daily-care/daily-care-bathing-and-skincare/  
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Retrieved September 26, 2008, from Sage Products Inc. Web site; 
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These materials were created for the project: 
 

Web-Based Informational Materials for  
Caregivers of Veterans Post-Stroke  

 

Project Number SDP 06-327 funded by VA HSR&D  

Quality Enhancement Research Initiative (QUERI) 

 
 

*Brand names and types of medicines are provided as examples only. Their 

inclusion does not mean that these products are endorsed by VA or any other 

Government agency. Also, if a particular brand name is not mentioned, this does not 

mean or imply that the product is unsatisfactory. 


