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Potential communication difficulties in dementia 

Dementia causes a gradual decline in a person’s ability to use 
both verbal and non-verbal communication, eg gestures, facial 
expression and touch. This can cause anxiety, fear and 
frustration. Each person’s experience is different, but common 
problems can include the following: 

 forgetting words, especially names 

 not understanding instructions 

 slow to respond or not following conversations 

 repeating information already said 

 difficulty in understanding humour or sarcasm 

 going off topic in conversation 

 speech may not convey meaning 

 confusion about location or events. 

 
What can I do? 

Being able to communicate our needs, wishes and feelings is 
important and helps preserve our sense of identity.  
 
Supporting and engaging in conversation with a family member or 
friend with dementia can be challenging, but these tips can help 
to promote successful communication: 

 Reduce distractions, eg turn off the television or radio. 
Make sure you have the person’s full attention before you 
start speaking.  

 Make sure hearing aids, glasses and dentures are worn. 

 Speak to the person face-to-face. 

 Always introduce the topic of conversation first and restate 
the topic to keep the person orientated to conversation. 

 Clearly signal a change in topic, eg “Now let’s talk 
about…” 

 Use short simple sentences, eg instead of saying, “I’m 
feeling thirsty and really fancy a cup of tea. How about 
you?” say “cup of tea?” 
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 If the person cannot remember what they were going to 
say, help remind them, eg “you were telling me about…” 

 Avoid asking too many open questions. People with 
dementia can become frustrated if they can't find the 
answer. If you have to, ask questions one at a time, and 
phrase them in a way that allows for a ‘yes/no’ or single 
word answer. Alternatively, try offering them a choice of 
two, eg “tea or coffee?” 

 Avoid using pronouns, eg ‘he’ or ‘they’ – repeat nouns to 
remind the person of who you are talking about, eg “I saw 
Andy today…Andy asked how you were…” 

 
What else can I do? 

 Speak naturally, without shouting, and use gestures and 
body language to complement your speech. 

 Keep your voice affectionate and calm. People with 
dementia tune into your tone of voice more easily than the 
meanings of words. They can be extremely sensitive to 
emotional tones. 

 Listen to the message of what your family member or 
friend is saying, not the words, which may not make 
obvious sense. 

 Do not talk about people with dementia as if they are not 
there or talk to them as you would to a young child – be 
respectful and patient. 

 
It is not possible to change the condition or its impact on 
communication, but with the appropriate support and advice on 
changing the environment, or how we communicate, it can help 
reduce frustration and optimise communication. 
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Who can I contact? 

If you are experiencing any difficulties and would like some 
advice or support, please contact us. 
 
Adult speech and language therapy departments 
You can contact our teams at: 
 

 Barnet Hospital: 020 8216 4380 

 Chase Farm Hospital: 020 8375 2210 

 Royal Free Hospital: 020 7830 2127 
 

Further information 

For more tips on how to communicate with someone with 
dementia visit: www.alzheimers.org.uk 
 
For information about the speech and language therapy service 
at the Royal Free London, visit our website at:  
www.royalfree.nhs.uk/speechandlanguage.  
 
 
 
 
 
If you have any feedback on this leaflet, or require a full list of 
references for it, please email: rf.communciations@nhs.net.  
  
This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need this 
leaflet in another format – for example Braille, a language 
other than English or audio – please ask a member of staff. 
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