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The Importance of Good
Communication Skills

Communicating with a person with a dementing Iliness, such as Altzheimers desease, can be a terribly
difficult task. Often in the early stages of a dementing illness, people have trouble finding the words to
express their thoughts, or may be unable to remember the meaning of simple words or phrases: but these
problems are usually minor inconveniences or frustrations. The later stages may be much more difficult
with language skills quite impaired, resulting in non-sensical, garbled Statemnents, and great difficulty in

understanding.

When people cannot comprehend what is being said, or cannot find the words to express their own
thoughts. it can be painful, frustrating, and embarressing for everyone. The following are some
suggestions of things to think about when communicating with an impaired person.

Your approach - You set the tone:

< Think about how You are presenting yourself, Are you tense? Frowning? Are you being Bossy or

'

** Try a calm, gentle, matter of fact approach. You set the mood for the interaction - Your relaxed
manner may be contagious,

% Usea non-demanding approach - try a little humor, cajoling cheerfulness. Humor or gentle
teasing often helps caregivers through difficult moments. Convincing someone to get out of bed or go
to the bathroom is usually easier if you make a game or joke of it. Ordering or demanding may be
much less sucessful with some people.

words don't, or when they are not understood. Some people shy away from being touched, but most
find a gentle touch reassuring,

Things to think about when You speak

**  Talk to the person in a place that is freefrom distractions, such as equipment noise, television, or
other conversations. People with dementia often have very litile ability to screen out distractions,

% Begin the conversation with orienting information, Identify yourself, if necessary. and call the
person by name.  After Creating a relaxed atmosphere, explain what it is You propose to do.

< Look directly at the person and make sure you have his or her attention before You begin to
speak. If you cannot get the person's attention, wait a few minutes and try again. Move slowly.

Gently touch an arm or hand to gan attention, while saying the person's name several times., Be
careful not to startle him or her.

% Itisimportant to be at eye level with the person, especially when talking t6 people who are very
impaired or to those who are hard of hearing.



Speak slowly and say individual words clearly. This is particularly important for people with
hearing problems or those who are in later stages of dementia.

Use short, simple sentences. People with dementia may not be able to remember more than a few
words at a time. Pause between sentences and allow plenty of time for the information to be

understood.

Ask simple questions that require a choice of 2 ves/ no answer, rather than open-ended questions,
For example, instead of saying, "What would you like to wear today?" you might say, "Do you want to
wear the green dress or this red one?" or "Is this the dress you would like to wear today?"

Use very concrete terms and familiar words. As people become more impaired they lose the ability
to understand abstract concepts. Thus you may need to say "Here is your soup at this table,” instead
of "It's time for lunch.” They may also revert to words from childhood or earlier in life, so that "DO

you need to use the bathroom?" may not be understood as easily as "Do you have to pee?"

Talk in a warm, easy-going, pleasant manner. Try to use a tone of voice that you would like people
to use with you.

Keep the pitch of your veice low. Sometimes when people don't immediately understand us, we
have a tendancy to shout. This will simply upset the person with dementia, and will make
communication more difficult,

When doing a task together
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Try to focus on familiar skills or tasks, People with dementing illnesses gradually lose the ability to
learn new tasks, but may be able to do familiar work, or hobby related tasks or household chores even

when very impaired.

Give choices, whenever possible. For example, choosing whether to take a bath before or after
dinner, or choosing which of two shirts to wear, may help the person continue to feel some sense of

control over life.

Allow plenty of time for the information to be absorbed, People with dementia often need much
more time to absorb simple statements or instructions. Allow a moment a moment of silence before
gently repeating instruction. This requires a lot of patience on the part of caregivers.

Repeat instructions exactly the same way, It may take a number of repetitions before the person
responds. If, after allowing plenty of time, it is still not understood, try using different key words, or
demonstrating what You want the person to do.

Break the task down into simple steps. Most of our daily tasks are very complex activities; the
concept of "getting dressed” or of "taking a bath" may be too overwhelming and abstract for a person

rewarding for both the person with dementia and the caregiver.



Praise sincerely for sucess. We all need to hear we are doing a great job, and for people who are
losing their abilities it may be particularly important. Praise doesn't need to be long or "gushy" but
may be a simple thank-you, or "You did a nice job."

When you are having trouble being understood

o

Be sure you are allowing enough time. It may seem to you that you have waited a long time, but
people with brain impairments often need 2 great deal of time to process information,

Try demonstrating visually what you are saying. Though not always possible, the technique of
doing and saying at the same time is often a very effective way of communicating. Use visual aids -
hold up the sweater when you are saying, "It's time to put on your sweater.” Point to the spoon when

You are encouraging the person to eat.

Think about the complexity of what you are saying. Can you say it more simply? Is it too may
words or too abstract for the person to understand? Can you be more concrete? Saying "Why don't
you sit in this chair?", while touching the chair may be much more effective than "It's time fro

breakfast.”

Try a hug and a change of subject. If you are both getting frustrated, it may be a good idea to drop
it affectionately fro the moment and try again later. Sometimes a hug and a change of subject can
make you both feel better. Other times you may need to leave the room and calm down.

When you are having trouble understanding
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Listen actively and carefully to what the person is trying to say. If you do not understand,
apologize and ask the person to repeat it. Let him or her know when you do understand by repeating

it or rephrasing it.

Try to focus on a word or a phrase that makes sense. Repeat that back to the person and try to
help him or her clarify what is being said.

Respond to the emotional tone of the Statement. You may not understand what is being said, but
You may understand that it is being said angrily or sadly. Saying, "You sound very angry,” at least
acknowledges the feelings, even if you cannot decipher the words.

Try to stay calm and patient. Remember the person is not doing this on purpose and is probably
even more frustrated that you. Your calmness and patience will help create a caring atmosphere that
will encourage the person to keep trying.

Ask family members about possible meanings for words, names, or phrases You do not
understand. Sometimes people with dementia talk in a kind of code that may make sense to people
that have known them for a long time. A name called over and over may be a close friend or relative
from the past whose memory is reassuring. "Let's 80 down that street to my house,” may be a very
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Things not to do

Do not argue with the person. This always makes the situation worse. Furtthermore, it is important
to remember that a person with dementia no longer has the ability to be rational or logical to the
extent you do.

.

Don't order the person around. Few of us liked to be bossed around and the person with dementia
is no exception. Even when your words are not understood, your tone of voice will be.

Don't tell the person what he or she can't do. State directions positively instead of negitively.
Instead of "You can't 8o outside now," try "Let's sit down here and look at these pictures.*

Don't be condescending. It is hard not to use a condescending when you are speaking slowly and in
short sentences. However a condescending tone may provoke anger, even if the words are not

understood.

Don't ask a lot of direct questions that rely on a good memory. Often our attempts at being
sociable invoke asking people about themselves. Remember that people with dementia have memory
loss and feel humiliated or angry if you ask questions they can no longer answer. Try rephrasing.
For example, instead of "Who is this in the picture?”, say "This must be your daughter.* This
approach allows the person to reply gracefully and non-commitally if he or she is not sure.

Don't talk about people in front of them. It is easy to fall into the habit of talking about people in
front of them, when they can no longer communicate well. It is impossible to know how much
someone with dementia understands, and this may vary from moment to moment.

When verbal communication fails

Ignore a verbal outburst if You can't think of any positive response. It is much better to ignore
angry or agitated statements than to become angry yourself. You might also try apologizing and
letting the subject drop, or changing the emotional tone of the conversation. (e. 8., making a positive,
cheerful comment instead of an angry reply.)
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Understanding Why Difficult
. Behaviors Occur:

Problem-Solving Strategies

There are a number of behavior problems that sometimes accompany Alzheimer's disease and related
Ilinesses. These behaviors may include resistance, wandering, agitation, incontinence, etc. The presence
or absence of these behaviors can vary greatly from one person to another throughout the progression of

the disease.

There are many reasons why a difficult behavior may be occurring. Sometimes the behavior may be
related to changes taking place in the brain. In other instances, there may be events or factors in the
environment triggering the behavior. In some situations a task, such as taking a bath, may be too complex.

Or the person may not be feeling physically well.

It can be helpful for caregivers to try to”understand why the person with dementia is behaving in a
particular way. If caregivers can determine what may be causing or triggering the behavior, it may then be

People with dementia can also have other medical problems that greatly affect behavior. Listed below are
some of the more common physical problems that caregivers should be alert to.

1. Effects of medications. People with dementia are very vulnerable to over medication, to reactions from
combinations of drugs, and to their side effects. Drugs can cause confusion as well as sudden changes in g
person's level of functioning, Falling, drowsiness, a sudden increase in agitation, strange mouth or hand
movements may be side effects of medication and should be reported to the doctor Immediately.
Tranquilizers and sedatives are sometimes given to facilitate sleep or calm behavior, but these medications
can also affect bladder functiomng and can cause incontinence problems.



6. Counstipation. This can be very uncomfortable and eventually can lead to bowel impaction. In some
people with dementia, fecal impaction can contribute to delusional behavior.

7. Depression. Many of the symptoms of depression, such as impaired concentration, memory loss, apathy
and sleep disturbances resemble those of dementia It is often very difficult to tell which are caused by
depression or, by the dementing illness itself or a combination of both of these problems. It is important for

or too cold. -
Causes Related To The Environment

long term care facilities are designing special dementia care units.

the doors in the hallway look the same. Some people may be able to read and understand signs, whije
others may have lost that ability. It may be necessary to provide the information in different ways. For

floor from the
dining room 1o the bathroom.

6. Unstructured environment. People with dcmeriu'ng illnesses need a certain amount of routine and
daily structure on which they can depend. This consistency is important in helping to minimize the
amount of stress the person with memory loss may be experiencing. For example, don't change the
furniture arrangements in the house. At the same time, there needs to be flexibility in the daily routine to
accommodate the changing moods of the person. For example, a rigid bath schedule can cause problems

for both the impaired person and the caregiver,



familiar colors, objects and
possessions.

Causes Related To The Task

2. Too many steps combined. Make sure the person is doing one small Step at a time. Sometimes
caregivers combine several Steps together not realizing the impaired person may no longer be able to do

two or three steps at one time.

3. Task not modeled for increasing impairments. As the person's functioning declines, the caregiver

or two simple steps.

4. Task unfamiliar. People with dementia gradually lose their ability to learn new tasks or skills. Try to
focus on familiar tasks the person may have done before the onset of the illness, such as washing and

drying dishes, making beds, folding laundry, gardening, etc.

Causes Related To Communication

Some of the causes of poor communication and some suggestions for better communication are discussed
in detail in The Importance of Good Communication Skills.

Problem-Solving

the time of day or some triggering event.
Angry outbursts, for example, may occur at certain times during the day when the person is fatigued, or

when there are 100 many people in the room,



