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How to Communicate Better With Someone Who 

Has Early-Stage Alzheimer's 

Keep these simple techniques in mind when talking to someone with 

Alzheimer's or other forms of dementia.  

By Paula Spencer Scott, Caring.com senior 

editor  

Quick summary 

It's so easy to become frustrated when talking to 

someone with dementia or Alzheimer's. It's hard to 

know the "right" way to respond to the repetitive or odd 

things he sometimes says. You won't be tongue-tied if 

you keep these simple communication techniques in 

mind. 

How to start a conversation 

When you want to start a conversation or ask a question, get the person's attention in an obvious, direct way. 

Start by approaching him from the front and saying his name. This will help him focus on you and prevent 

catching him by surprise, which may set him on edge and make him less able to concentrate on the 

conversation. Someone who's older may be somewhat deaf, and this direct approach also makes it easier for him 

to hear you. 

Slow down your usual speaking style a bit. Enunciate your words to be as clear as possible. Also stay conscious 

of giving the person plenty of time to think about what you've said and to reply. Many people have a tendency 

to rush in and fill a silence with more words, which often only serves to agitate someone with Alzheimer's or 

other dementias. 

Another way you might need to alter your usual conversational style is to stick to common, plain words and 

short sentences whenever possible. (It's like talking to a young child, though without using singsong baby talk.) 

Try to construct sentences that include only one main thought, ask only one question at a time, and give 

instructions one step at a time. 

If the person doesn't understand something you've said, repeat it exactly the way you said it the first time; that 

will give him more opportunities to figure it out. If you've asked a question that's not connecting, ask it again 

the same way. Do this within reason, of course -- if two or three repetitions fail, try rewording the message in 

different, simpler terms. 
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Words are only a part of the way that all humans communicate with one another. Facial expressions are 

especially important for someone who has trouble following a conversation and remembering what was just 

said. So try to face the person as much as possible, and look directly in his eyes. 

You can also signal that you're friendly, interested, and approachable with physical cues such as your facial 

expression, gestures, and posture. Smile or look concerned as you talk to underscore your message. Point to the 

thing you're talking about; for example, point to the kitchen as you say, "Lunch is ready." Use other gestures 

such as shaking or cocking your head or raising your hands palms-up when asking a question. Beware of 

accidentally sending negative signals: a blank apathetic expression, brows knitted in frustration, crossing or 

folding your arms in front of you, and placing your hands on your hips. 

Giving a gentle, encouraging touch can help guide the person when you give him instructions or when you're 

trying to direct his attention to something. Don't underestimate the benefit of physical affection when you talk, 

from touching his knee lightly to rubbing his back or ending a conversation with a kiss. All these gestures can 

help keep him feeling relaxed and less frustrated. 

Your tone speaks louder than words, too. So try to keep your voice pleasant and inviting, not overly loud 

(unless deafness is a real issue). Be careful not to express anger or frustration -- even when you're reaching your 

limits. 

You can improve verbal exchanges in lots of casual ways. Refer to people by their name and, when appropriate, 

their name and relationship to the person with Alzheimer's (such as "your daughter, Anna") rather than using 

pronouns such as "him" or &quot;her." Use simple, consistent labels for objects ("your white tennis shoes," "the 

blue pillbox") and avoid identifying things as "this" or "that." 

Stick to familiar, easy-to-understand topics, too. A person with Alzheimer'sor other forms of dementia is less 

likely to be confused if you talk about his favorite subjects or things he's demonstrated he remembers or relates 

to well -- the weather, what's for lunch, the birds at the feeder, a ball game. Discussions that require abstract 

thinking or a great deal of concentration -- politics and current events, for example -- may prove too 

complicated. 

Expect to carry the conversation yourself. It's not that the person doesn't like to chat, but initiating talk can be 

too much for him now. Also avoid asking too many open-ended questions, which may feel like "tests" of his 

memory -- causing him to become frustrated and angry and want to withdraw from the conversation. A better 

solution is easier yes-or-no questions or those with limited multiple-choice answers: "Do you like the robins or 

the cardinals best?" Best of all is to mostly lead the discussion by providing information rather than asking for 

it: "I just saw a big squirrel climb into the bird feeder. Maybe we need to put more seed in there." 

Reduce background distractions, too. It's easier to connect without the noise and commotion of a TV, radio, or 

crowd of people, for example. 

Inevitably the person you're talking to will repeat the same conversation you just had a few minutes earlier. 

Above all, refrain from pointing this out. Memory lapses are a physical glitch beyond his control, and 

emphasizing his impairment is likely to make him feel embarrassed or frustrated. Instead, give simple, polite 

responses (even if they're the same responses you just gave five minutes earlier). Alternately, if appropriate, 

redirect the conversation -- but if he fixates on getting an answer from you, go ahead and give it. His insistence 

means the subject is important to him. 

 



©Vouga Elder Law 2018 
S:\0 Docs\1 Elder Law\Marketing\Publications\Informational Handouts\Alzheimers Disease\January 2018 How To Communicate Better with Someone Who Has Early 
Alzheimers.doc 

 

An occasional prompt is OK if he's having trouble finding the right word or remembering something -- but tread 

lightly. Frequent corrections, correcting in a critical or patronizing manner, or showing your disappointment or 

frustration all eat away at his self-esteem. Responding in these ways just makes him less likely to want to open 

up and communicate. Use his reactions as your guide. You may just choose to limit corrections to times when 

it's absolutely necessary. 

If you do need to intervene, use "I" statements: "I'm sorry. I'm just having trouble understanding today." Putting 

the onus on you is far less intimidating than being told, "What do you mean? You're not making sense." 

Humor is a vastly underrated way to keep the mood light and to encourage someone to open up. Don't laugh at 

him, obviously, but make light of situations where it's appropriate. 

Even if you live nearby, cards and letters can be a concrete way of communicating instead of always relying on 

phone calls and in-person visits. People with Alzheimer's-related memory problems often appreciate having a 

written record of what you've "said" to go back to, as it relieves them of the burden of trying to remember. 

Consider a spiral notebook or datebook in which you can jot down helpful items (whether they're critical or 

not): "October 30. Mike raked leaves. Tomorrow is Halloween." 

Above all, have realistic expectations. Even early on in the disease process, someone with Alzheimer's may 

occasionally use the wrong word, get confused, or forget what was said just a few minutes ago. Don't let these 

slips rattle you. Such cognitive problems aren't under his control, and probably already cause him considerable 

stress and frustration -- he doesn't need to see you upset as well. 

Realize that language problems are likely to increase over time. Your patience and understanding now will help 

cut down on the frustration and irritability these changes create in the person you care about -- and protect him 

against withdrawing from social situations. 

Caring.com is an informational site only. Neither Caring.com nor its partners provide medical advice, diagnosis 
or treatment, or legal, financial, or other professional services advice or advice about what service providers to 
use. By using our website, you agree to the Terms of Use (http://www.caring.com) 
Reprinted with permission.  

 

 

 

IMPORTANT NOTICES AND DISCLAIMER 
Vouga Elder Law welcomes the opportunity to become your trusted guide and counselor on the types of legal matters 

discussed in this handout.  Only after an appointment, at which time we will provide advice to match your particular 

circumstances, should the reader make any decisions on what to do or not to do.  Providing, publishing, or distributing this 
handout is not intended to create, and receipt does not create, any attorney-client relationship between Vouga Elder Law (or the 

contributing author) and the recipient or reader.  No one should act or not take action on the basis of anything contained in this 

handout without seeking specific legal advice from Vouga Elder Law by making an appointment to discuss the recipient=s or 

reader=s particular facts and circumstances. 
 

This handout is current as of the date it is first printed.  Because of constantly changing laws, after the date it was first printed, 
this handout may not reflect the most current legal developments, minimum and maximum income, asset, or other monetary 

amounts for Veterans benefits, SSI, or Medicaid purposes, or administrative or court decisions.  Information in this handout 

should not be taken as an indication of future outcomes. 
 

All information in this handout is for informational purposes only.  This handout is not offered as legal or any other kind of 

advice to the recipient or to the reader.  Vouga Elder Law and the contributing author expressly disclaim all liability, including, 
but not limited to, any and all consequences, to any person in any respect as to anything done or not done, whether wholly or 

partly, in reliance upon the whole or any part of the contents of this handout. 

 

The choice of a lawyer is an important decision and should not be based solely on advertisements. 
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