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Learning the Language of Dementia

Communication for people
with dementia is like learn-
ing a new language; once
you learn this language, the
caregiver’s frustration and
the person with dementia’s
frustration will decline.

This also involves under-
standing that the disease is
causing changes in the brain
that affect communication
such as forgetting words,
repeated questions, frustra-
tion and behaviors.

Good communication helps
modify behaviors and bad
communication leads to bad
behaviors.

Here are some points to
consider when communi-
cating with a loved one with
dementia:

+People with dementia
communicate through emo-
tion and behavior. Focus on
the feelings behind what is
being said. Sometimes the
emotions being expressed
are more important than
what is being said. Look for
the feelings behind the
words; the tone of voice or
the action may provide you
with clues to the real issue.

+Remember, they are
frightened all the time, and

each person reacts different- spans, and can only focus

ly to fear. Most of the time
they cannot remember your
assurances, and they must
be repeated often. The disa-
bility is memory loss.

+ When speaking, speak
slowly and distinctly. Use
short, simple sentences, and
limit the amount of infor-
mation you give at one
time.

+Reason and logic will not
work. Avoid talking about
an upcoming event, such as
a doctor’s visit, until the
day of the event. If told too
far in advance, the person
with dementia will worry
about it and ask repeated
questions about it.

¢ Yes and no questions are
very successful. Remember
they have limited attention

on one thought at a time. If
the person does not answer
the question, repeat it using
the exact same words.

+Do not interrupt a person
with dementia when they
are speaking because the
interruption may cause
them to lose their train of
thought.

¢ Your attitude and your
mood are felt by the person
even when you think they
are off in another world.

Body language and the tone
of your voice are important
factors in communication.

If you are angry, impatient
or rushed, the person with
dementia will mirror that
emotion.

Continues on next page...
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When communicating
with dementia, realize:

*("They are unable to
make sense of reason and
logic.

MQ:'Arguing or confronta-
tion will result in anger
on both sides.

"[PCriticizing or correct-
ing will remind the per-
son that they are forget-
ting.

“(?Limit distractions so
that the person can
concentrate on you.

“@fAlways offer comfort
and reassurance.

PBe patient and support-
ive with their attempts at
conversation.

“Q:Keep your expectations
realistic.

“DOffer a guess if the
person cannot find the
word.

“(PContinue to have
respect for the person as
another human being.

Continued from page 1.

+ Limit background distractions such as
the TV, a noisy environment or too many
people in the room. Approach the person
from the front, on the same level as they
are. For instance, if they are standing, you
stand, or if they are sitting, so do you.

+Present a calm, patient and supportive
manner, and offer the person comfort and
reassurance. Give them time to process
your statement or question before you get
an answer.

+It is a well-known fact that we speak in
generalities in our conversations with oth-
ers, and we assume the person to whom we
are talking to can decipher our meaning.

+People with dementia need very specific
words and directions. Instead of telling the
person with dementia to “Put those away,”
say: “Please take the books here on the
counter, and put them in the living room
bookcase.”

¢ Caregivers should protect the person
with dementia from harsh truths or realities
and make it easier for their reality to accept
facts. Is it lying, or is it a response given
kindly to ease the person with dementia’s
frame of mind?

+We have all been taught from childhood
not to lie, and it’s difficult to change years
of conditioning. Learning to finesse the
truth, or by glossing over harsh truths, is a
not only a kindness, it eases their worry.

¢ Saying good-bye to a loved one can be
traumatic, but giving them a valid excuse
for leaving can prevent anger and frustra-
tion. A valid excuse would be “I have to go
do the laundry” or “I have to pick Julie up
from school,” or another reason the person
is familiar with.

¢ Telling a mother calling out for her ba-
bies that the children are sleeping, or tell-
ing someone who can no longer drive that
the car is at the repair shop are some exam-
ples of finessing the truth.

+Following up with a distraction will help
them forget about the issue. If a loved one
has passed away, refrain from telling the
person with dementia they have died.

¢ Since memory is the problem, they have
forgotten this fact, and they will grieve
again. Instead, ask them to talk about the
person, or remind them of something they
shared with the person; pictures are a great
help here.
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