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By Eileen Beal for Next Avenue 

If you are caring for someone with Alzheimer’s 
disease or another form of dementia, you will 
notice that as the condition worsens, so does 
your loved one’s ability to initiate or participate 
in conversations; understand and process 
information; and communicate wishes, wants and 
needs. 

 Behavior changes, such as forgetfulness and 
confusion, mood swings, frustration or anger are 

red flags that they have reached the “moderate” stage of dementia. They are also red flags 
telling you that you need to change the way you’re communicating and interacting with your 
loved one. 

“The old ways aren’t going to work anymore,” explains licensed social worker Crystal Wallace, 
the assistant director of the Adult Day Program at Benjamin Rose Institute on Aging, “so it’s up 
to the caregiver to change the way they communicate — their behavior, their attitude, their 
approaches — to accommodate a loved one’s changed communication needs. 

“Don’t think of this as manipulating them,” she adds. “Think of it as providing a positive and 
supportive environment where they are comfortable and can and will have good experiences.” 

Talking Without Words 

Probably the most important change caregivers need to make is in their body language. “Non-
verbal communication — an open, accepting smile, a gentle, reassuring touch, not grimacing 
when they say something inappropriate — is very important at this stage,” says Wallace. “It 
doesn’t just improve communication. Since it may be the only ‘communication’ they 
understand, it reassures a loved one, affirm who they are and makes them feel loved.” Listening 
to music or participating in activities (drawing, knitting, paging through a photo album) are also 
powerful communication resources. “These kinds of activities,” says Wallace, “can help calm 
and reassure them because they are attached to memories of good times.” 

Enable Positive Experiences 

 Non-verbal communication works in almost any setting, says Wallace, but it works best when you are 
both in a quieter, less-stimulating environment. “Closing a door, moving chairs to a quieter corner of a 
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room, or turning off the TV will make it easier for both of you to ‘be present’ and for communication and 
experiences to be positive,” she adds. 

To help create those positive experiences, Wallace shares the following tips: 

• Always approach from the front, and where possible, make sure to make eye contact. 

• Enter your loved one’s world because they don’t have the ability to come into yours. 

• Be aware of their non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions, body language, anxiety levels. 

• Don’t rush things. Slow your speech, give lots of time for responses, use gestures and be patient. 

• Limit options to encourage decision-making. For example: “Do you want to go out to eat tonight 
at Restaurant A or Restaurant B?” rather than “Where do you want to eat tonight?” Or “Do you 
want to wear your green dress or your blue dress?” rather than “What do you want to wear?” 

• If decisions need to be made, phrase questions to elicit simple “yes” or “no” responses. 

• When you are just chatting, stick to topics from the past, such as family, pets, travel or a former 
job. 

And finally, keep in mind that when a loved one has dementia, it’s usually not the only medical condition 
impacting their ability to communicate. “There’s a whole host of medical conditions that contribute to 
communication problems,” says Wallace, “but the three worst are hearing and vision loss and arthritis.” 
Make a point of learning how your loved one’s specific medical conditions may impact their ability to 
communicate. 
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