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Communication is an important part of our life. It helps us to express who we are and 

allows us to relate to one another. When we communicate, we exchange information about 

our needs, ideas, beliefs, feelings, experiences and values. Communication is more than 

talking and listening; it involves understanding and interpreting.  

Communication can happen in many ways, including:  

 Verbal communication: the words that we use (7%) 

 Non-verbal communication: body language such as facial expression, posture and 

gesture (55%) 

 Para-verbal communication: tone, pacing and volume of our voices (38%) 

HOW DOES DEMENTIA AFFECT COMMUNICATION? 

Dementia can have a profound effect on the language abilities of people living with the 

disease, which can be upsetting and frustrating for the person living with dementia and 

those around them. This language deterioration is known as aphasia. Individuals living with 

aphasia experience difficulty: 

 expressing themselves, 

 finding the right words, 

 understanding spoken language and 

 reading and writing. 

People living with dementia may lose specific communication abilities during the early, 

middle and late stages of the disease. This impairs their ability to hold and maintain 

conversation. The person living with dementia may therefore experience difficulties: 

 Finding a word. 

 Interpreting facial expressions (like a wink or a nod of the head). 

 Finishing sentences. 

 Explaining or understanding abstract concepts (e.g., “I feel blue”). 

 Following conversations. 

 Staying on topic. 

 Organizing words into logical sentences. 

 Understanding humour, jokes and fast speech. 
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In the early stages the individual is often aware of their communication difficulties and can 

feel embarrassed, frustrated or scared. Positive encouragement, helpful cues or gentle 

reminders to complete thoughts and sentences may be necessary. Use of pictures or 

objects may also help them express themselves.  

During the later stages, the individual may be limited in their use of verbal language and 

may need to depend on other ways of communicating. In this stage, they may respond 

positively to non-verbal communication strategies such as gestures, facial expressions, 

tone of voice and caring touch to help them make a connection with others.  

As the dementia progresses the person living with dementia may: 

 Create or use new words for ones that are forgotten. 

 Repeat or get stuck on a word or phrase (perseveration). 

 Curse or use other offensive language. 

 Revert to the language that was first learned. 

 Talk less than usual. 

 Have difficulty understanding the words heard and following instructions with multiple 

steps. 

 Lose their train of thought more often. 

 Lose their ability to make their speech understandable. Although they might still 

occasionally speak, their language may not make sense to others. 

 Become totally mute in some cases. 

All of these changes can be upsetting and frustrating for the person living with dementia 

and for those around them. Despite these changes, it is important to remember that 

communication remains possible at every stage of the disease. 

OTHER FACTORS THAT CAN CAUSE COMMUNICATION DIFFICULTIES 

There are other factors that may cause communication difficulties, including sensory 

impairments such as hearing and vision loss. These sensory changes could be age-related 

or caused by dementia, such as hypersensitivity to noise and certain tones. Changes in the 

senses may make it difficult to interact with the environment and to communicate with 

others. 

Because of this, it is important that people living with dementia have annual hearing and 

vision evaluations and that they use assistive devices, like hearing aids and eyeglasses, as 
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needed. For those who wear hearing aids, batteries should be check regularly. For those 

with glasses, they should be regularly cleaned. 

A PERSON-CENTERED APPROACH TO COMMUNICATION 

A person-centred philosophy views people living with dementia first and foremost as 

individuals, with unique attributes, personal values and life history.  

Learn about dementia 

Lear about the disease progression and how it affects individuals can help you have 

realistic expectations of the person’s abilities to communicate throughout the various 

stages of the disease. Encourage the person to be open and share their feelings and 

experiences with their family and friends as much as they are able. Let others know that 

the person living with dementia may need more time to express themselves. Encourage 

them to speak with you when you are more rested. 

Believe communication is still possible  

All behaviour has meaning. Communication remains possible at all stages of dementia. 

Although it may become difficult to understand what the person is trying to communicate to 

us, remember that the person’s words and actions always have meaning.  

Focus on abilities and skills rather than deficits 

Although dementia affects certain abilities, the person’s need for companionship, purpose 

and belonging will remain. If the person’s speech has become hard to understand, use 

what you know about them and what you feel they might be trying to say to help you 

interpret their words. Consider helping the person living with dementia to find alternate 

ways of expression through art, music or gardening to maintain and enhance 

communication. 

Meet the person where they are and accept their new reality 

With the progression of the disease, a person’s perception of reality can become confused. 

However, it is still their reality. Try to accept their reality and meet them where they are. 

Avoid contradicting them or convincing them that what they believe is untrue or inaccurate.  

Trying to bring them into your reality or disagreeing with them will cause frustration and 

make things worse. If they say something you know isn’t true, try to find creative ways 

around the situation rather than reacting negatively.  
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A special note about delusions 

As the disease progresses, delusions – namely paranoid beliefs or false accusations – 

may occur. It is common for people living with dementia to believe that their food is 

poisoned or that their belongings have been stolen. Others may believe that someone is 

spying on them or trying to hurt them. These suspicions or accusations may be due to the 

person’s failing memory or difficulty understanding what is happening around them.  

Although these accusations can be hurtful, remember that they are a result of the disease. 

It is important not to argue with a person living with dementia or try to convince them that 

their perception of reality is not correct.  

It doesn’t matter who is right. What is important is that the person’s feelings are respected 

and understood. Delusions can also be caused by a medical condition, such as a urinary 

tract infection. If the person is experiencing delusions, it is important to see a doctor to rule 

out a physical cause. 

COMMUNICATION TIPS FOR THE INDIVIDUAL 

When in a social situation, consider using the following strategies:  

 Make sure you have glasses and any hearing aids available 

 Ask people to slow down, use short sentences, or repeat what they have said.  

 Write down a few words that can remind you when you get an opportunity to speak.  

 Tell people how you would like to be helped. Some people living with dementia say 

they like to have time to find the word or answer they are looking for, while others 

appreciate if someone fills in the words for them.  

 If too many conversations or too much noise bothers you, find a quiet place.  

 Take a few minutes to relax and think about what you want to say or what people want 

you to do. The words often come when you feel less pressured. 

 If you lose a thought, let it go – it is okay if you forget it. It may come back.  

 If you do not remember, simply say so. Tell people you sometimes have problems with 

thinking, communicating and remembering.  

 Be a good friend to yourself. Treat yourself with the same kindness and patience you 

would show others.  

 Do not be afraid to tell others if you are having a bad day. 
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 One-on-one discussions are usually easier than keeping track of conversations in 

large groups. 

COMMUNICATION TIPS AND STRATEGIES FOR CAREGIVERS 

 Gain attention: Approach the person from the front and face the person. Making eye 

contact with the person will help focus their attention. Address them by name.  

 Don’t forget to account for hearing or vision problems. Make sure that the person 

is wearing a working hearing aid and/or clean glasses, if prescribed.  

 Be aware of your tone and body language: Remain calm, move slowly and speak in 

a relaxed tone of voice to put them at ease. Abrupt or hurried movement, as well as a 

sharp tone or raised voice, may cause distress.  

 Introduce yourself: Before engaging in conversation, introduce yourself. Tell the 

person your name and your relation to them, e.g. “My name is Andrea, I am your nurse 

and I am here to help you get ready.”  

 Reduce distractions: Communicating is easier if other things are not happening at 

the same time. For example, if the TV or radio is distracting the person, turn it off.  

 Have one-on-one conversations: Keeping track of conversations in larger groups 

may become difficult. When possible, try to have one-on-one conversations or 

conversations in smaller groups.  

 Connect, don’t correct: Instead of criticizing and correcting, ignore failures and 

remember to be supportive, positive and encouraging.  

 Be clear and concise: Talk slowly and clearly, using short and simple sentences. 

Present one idea at the time. Repeat or rephrase responses to clarify what they are 

trying to tell you  

 Be respectful: Use the person’s preferred name when addressing them. Do not 

patronize or speak down to the person. Avoid using childish or “elder” talk or any 

demeaning language. Avoid talking about the person as if they aren’t present.  

 Listen actively and carefully: Listen carefully to what the person is saying and 

observe both verbal and non-verbal communication. Try not to interrupt the person 

even if you think you know what they are saying.  

 Be patient: The person may need more time to process information, so be patient. 

Provide reassurance and give time to think.  
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 Encourage exchange: Make your communication a two-way process that engages 

the person living with dementia. Involve them in the conversation. If you don’t 

understand what is said, avoid making assumptions. Check back with them to see if 

you have understood what they mean.  

 Show and talk: Use actions and gestures as well as words. For example, if it is time 

to go for a walk, point to the door or bring the person’s coat or sweater to illustrate 

what you mean.  

 Encourage humour and laughter, respect sadness: Humour can bring you closer, 

can release tension and is good therapy. Laughing together over mistakes or 

misunderstandings can help. If the person seems sad, encourage them to express 

their feelings, and show you understand.  

 Write reminder notes for the person and leave them where the person will find them. 

Make a checklist for the person or help use timers as reminders.. 

USING NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION 

As the disease progresses, non-verbal communication will become even more important. 

Non-verbal communication includes writing, gestures, signs or signals, behaviours and 

displays of emotion.  

Watch for behaviour changes, body language and non-verbal signs that may be used to 

express a feeling or indicate physical discomfort.  

Use the senses to maintain a connection: 

 Touch: Hold the person’s hand. A warm touch can tell the person that you care. Give 

a gentle massage to the hands, legs or feet.  

 Smell: The person may enjoy the smell of a favourite perfume, flower or food, which 

may bring back happy memories.  

 Vision: Videos can be relaxing, especially ones with scenes of nature and soft, 

calming sounds. 

 Hearing: Reading to the person can be comforting, even if they may not understand 

the words. The tone and rhythm of your voice may be soothing. What you say is not 

necessarily as important as how you say it. Speak gently and with affection. Your tone 

can help the person feel safe and relaxed. Music is a universal language that 

promotes wellbeing for most of us. Sing together and play music, especially the type of 

music the person has enjoyed throughout their life.  
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CONSIDER CONTACTING A SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST 

For help with communication issues, consider contacting a speech-language pathologist. 

Speech-language pathologists are specialists in the area of communication and can help 

diagnose and treat language issues. They can teach you strategies to help you 

communicate.  

To find a speech-language pathologist near you, please visit: www.sac-oac.ca/find-speech-

language-pathologist-or-audiologist-service or ask your doctor to make a referral. 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Communication - archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/brochures-day-

to-day/day-to-day-series_communication.pdf 

 10 Communication tips - archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/for-

hcp/10-communication-tips.pdf 

 Communication challenges and helpful strategies for the person with dementia - 

archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/brochures-day-to-day/day-to-day-

series_communication-challenges.pdf 

 Decision-Making: Respecting Individual Choice - 

archive.alzheimer.ca/sites/default/files/files/national/brochures-

conversations/conversations_decision-making.pdf 

 Advanced Care Planning in Canada - www.advancecareplanning.ca/ 

 Information and support are available, please visit the Alzheimer Society’s website 

www.alzheimer.ca or contact your local Alzheimer Society.  

 Enhancing Communication - the-ria.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/BUFU-Guide-

Enhancing-Communication_AODA.pdf 

 eFit: Advance Cara Planning - sagelink.ca/health-care/hcp-supportive-palliative-care/ 
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