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CAREGIVER GUIDES

Communication Guides: Talking With Someone

Who Has Dementia

How to talk with someone who has dementia, navigate difficult family conversations,

and know when to involve a care manager.

📖 9 min read 🗓️ Updated November 2026 👥 Family caregivers

ℹ️ This guide provides general communication strategies. Every person's experience with dementia is different —

what works will vary, and some situations (persistent aggression, safety concerns) warrant professional guidance

beyond what a guide can offer.

Core Principles for Communicating With Dementia

Enter their reality rather than correcting it. If someone with dementia believes it's 1985 or asks for a

parent who has passed, redirecting gently ("Tell me about your mom") usually causes far less distress than

factual correction, which can trigger repeated grief or confusion.

Use short, simple sentences with one idea at a time, rather than multi-part questions or instructions.

Give time to respond. Processing speed slows with dementia — resist the urge to fill silence or answer for

them.

Match your tone and body language to calm, not urgency — dementia often preserves emotional

sensitivity even as verbal understanding declines, so a tense tone registers even when words don't.

What to Avoid

Quizzing memory ("Do you remember who this is?") — this creates anxiety and highlights a deficit rather

than supporting connection.

Arguing or insisting on factual accuracy in situations where it won't change behavior, only distress.

Talking about the person as if they aren't present, even when cognition is significantly impaired —

assume more understanding than is visible.

Complex, open-ended questions ("What do you want for dinner?") — offer two concrete choices instead

("Chicken or pasta?").

Stage-Specific Communication Approaches



D
RAFT —

 P
EN

D
IN

G

REVIE
W

In earlier stages, the person can usually still participate in real conversations about their own care and

preferences — include them directly rather than defaulting to talking to family members instead. In moderate

stages, simplify language and rely more on visual and nonverbal cues alongside speech. In later stages,

communication often shifts to tone, touch, and presence more than words — a calm voice and gentle physical

connection (holding a hand) can convey care even when verbal exchange is minimal or absent.

Difficult Family Conversations

Family disagreement about care decisions — whether it's time for more help, whether driving should stop,

whether a facility is needed — is common and doesn't mean something has gone wrong. A few approaches that

help: center the conversation on the care recipient's safety and previously expressed wishes rather than who's

"right," bring in a neutral third party (geriatric care manager, social worker, or clergy) if the family is stuck, and

separate the emotional grief of watching a loved one decline from the practical decision at hand — they're both

real, but conflating them makes decisions harder.

When to Involve a Care Manager

A geriatric care manager (also called an aging life care professional) is worth bringing in when family

communication has broken down around a decision, when the situation involves complex coordination across

multiple providers or family members in different locations, or when an objective, outside assessment would help

everyone trust the plan. This is a paid service, generally not covered by insurance, but often worth the cost for

complex situations where family alone can't reach consensus or coordinate effectively.
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