
Communicating with
someone who has

dementia:

12 helpful hints

Dementia is an illness of the brain. When someone has 
dementia, brain cells are damaged and die faster than 
normal. The brain does not work as well as it should.

Often the illness affects memory first. The person may 
become confused about where they are, what day it is 
and who people are.

Someone with dementia will often repeat actions and 
questions.

Gradually the person can begin to lose the ability to do 
everyday tasks. Eventually, they may not be able to do 
even basic tasks like eating, dressing and going to the 
toilet.

Their personality may change but the person is still 
there beneath the illness.

People can live with dementia for many years - with 
changing needs.

Looking after someone with dementia can be very 
demanding, stressful and exhausting. 

You can give support by offering practical help, eg with 
shopping, or simply by taking the time for a friendly chat.
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There are about 60,000 people with dementia in 
Scotland today. Within 25 years the figure is likely to 
increase by 75%. It will probably touch all of our lives at 
some point.

You may be able to reduce your risk of developing 
dementia in later life by:

Çeating healthily
Çstaying mentally active
Çkeeping physically active
Çmaintaining your social networks
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12 hints to help you communicate 
with someone with dementia:

1.  Be calm and patient.

2.  Face the person, speak clearly and slowly.

3.  Make sure that you have their attention by gently 
touching their arm and saying their name.

4.  Use short, simple sentences and say exactly what 
you mean.

5.  Try to get one idea across at a time.

6.  Allow plenty of time for the person to take in what 
you say and to reply.

7.  Try not to confuse or embarrass the person by 
correcting them bluntly.

8.  Use questions which ask for a simple answer.

What can someone with dementia feel?

Imagine if you were to lose the ability to say the right 
word or understand what was being said, eg when on 
holiday in a foreign country where you don't speak the 
language.

You may feel frustrated, angry and look for help, 
perhaps someone to interpret for you.

You might respond by not speaking at all and 
withdrawing into yourself or avoiding situations where 
you have to communicate with people.

Actions speak louder than words!

A smile, touch or gesture can be just as important in 
getting the message across and showing that you 
care. 

Sometimes holding the person's hand when you talk 
can be very reassuring.

9.  Don't ask questions which test their memory, eg 
'who am I?' or 'what did you do yesterday?’

10. Talk about familiar people, places and ideas.

11. Use the names of the people you are talking about 
instead of 'he' or 'she'. It will remind the person of 
who you are talking about.

12. Use facial expressions and hand gestures to make 
yourself understood.

A person with dementia may also:

lfeel under pressure because they can't cope as 
well as they used to.

lfeel that their independence and privacy are being 
taken away.

lthink that they are being judged for making a 
mistake.

lbe frightened by too much noise, too many people 
or a change to their routine.

lmay already have poor hearing and eyesight 
which can be made worse by their dementia.
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