
16 BASIC STRATEGIES FOR COMMUNICATING WITH
THE PERSON WITH ALZHEIMER’S/LOVED ONE

Keep it Simple – it’s the rule when communicating with a loved one with memory 
loss. Here are some helpful tips:

1.  Easy as 1-2-3
Say the individual’s name and identify yourself to him or her even if you are a family 
member this includes everyone:  adult children, grandchildren and even the spouse.  
If the person has forgotten the relationship – reminding him/her that you are the 
“daughter” or “spouse” might only upset them – just saying for example, “Hi John, I 
am Sherrie, and I came to visit with you today.”  As opposed to “Hi Dad – I am here to 
see you today.” 

2.  The speaker must be willing to enter the person’s world. For instance, if the 
person tells you that he/she just went to a Yankees game (and that is not reality).  
You ask about the game – “Who won?”, “Did you have a good time?”, “Did you eat a 
hotdog?”, “Tell me all about it”. 

3.  Keep it positive (avoid the negative)
• Negative:  “Don’t put your hand in the gravy”.
• Positive:  “Please put your hands in your lap” (use gestures).

4.  How to handle choices
“We are having macaroni for lunch today.” (smile) versus “What would you like for 
lunch today?” There are exceptions. Remember life is about daily change. Be flexible. 
If you need to ask a question, limit the choices given. “Would you like chicken or 
macaroni today?”

5.  Keep it simple
Simplify your statements-avoid being lengthy.  The person with Alzheimer’s may forget 
the first part of the explanation before the speaker is even finished!

6.  One step at a time
Break tasks into simple steps:

• “Pick up the comb.”
• “Comb your hair.”
• “Pick up your toothbrush.”
• “Put the toothbrush on your teeth.”
• “Move the toothbrush etc.



7.  Speak to your loved one as an adult
Be aware of your tone of voice. Remember to preserve your loved one’s dignity
at all times. It is common to use the word “we” as in “Don’t we look pretty
today? “Instead, say “You look very nice today,” which is more respectful.

8.  Non-Verbal Communication
Tone of voice, facial expressions, touch and gestures are effective and important parts 
of communicating with your loved one.

Tone of voice
Listen to your own tone of voice, it speaks volumes.  The person with memory 
loss maintains the ability to understand tone of voice, even after the ability to 
understand words has been lost.  Listen to your loved ones’ tone of voice, it will 
reveal her/his message more so than his/her words. 
Facial expression
Know that your loved one is able to read your facial expressions even though 
you may not even be aware of them.  When we speak to someone we usually look 
them in the eye to assess their feelings or their intentions.  The entire face-eyes, 
forehead, nose, eyebrows and cheeks communicate a vast range of emotions to 
others.  We are able to convey happiness, fear, anger, disgust, surprise, remorse 
and sadness.  Be aware when speaking with your loved one as well as with others, 
that your facial expressions speak a thousand words.
Touch
It is important to offer your loved one reassurance. Hugs work 
wonders.  Touching someone’s arm or shoulder, holding their hand, 
patting their back, all of these forms of touch provide comfort and 
pleasure.  Be aware of moving someone in their wheelchair without letting them 
know first, with a gentle touch and reminder, I need to move you to the table now.”  
Pulling someone in their chair in an abrupt manner is very insensitive.  Provide a 
gentle touch and you will bring a smile to your loved one’s heart.
Gestures
We use gestures daily to communicate our needs, hand gestures to describe how 
large something is, pointing in the correct direction to guide someone, waving 
to say “hello.”  Using simple gestures is helpful as a complementary addition to 
your words and your tone of voice. Remember to avoid gestures that could be 
misinterpreted as being threatening to your loved one.

9.  Speak slowly

It takes longer for a person with memory loss to process what we have said. By 
speaking calmly and slowly, you have a much greater chance of being understood.



10.  Be aware of hearing or vision problems
Older people suffer with these losses and it is important to remember they do not hear 
or see as well as we do. Have you ever smeared suntan oil on your sunglasses while at 
the beach? Imagine going through life daily with cloudy lenses, which is literally how 
some elders see.

11.  Smile and the world smiles with you
If you look for the good and the positive in people and in life, you will find abundant 
opportunities to smile. Laughter is the best medicine, so use your sense of humor. Be 
sensitive not to laugh at your loved one, but at the situation.

12.  Put logic and reason “on the shelf”
Confrontation with your loved one will only increase their level of agitation and anxiety. 
Instead of: “You know you’re not supposed to wear that bra outside of your dress.” Try 
suggesting: “Let me help you with this.”

13.  Remember to forget the phrase “don’t you remember?”
Pretend your computerized brain has a glitch when it wants to say that phrase and 
erase it from your memory bank! “This is your daughter, Susan.” vs “Don’t you 
remember I am your daughter, Susan?”  This approach helps the person “save face”.

14.  Always validate their feelings
Even if the content of what your loved one is saying is “not real,” the feelings are always 
real. An example of validating is “I know how upset you must feel to think I’d steal your 
purse.”

15.  Use Signage: 
Throughout the early and middle stages of Alzheimer’s people still have word 
recognition.  Reading is an “old” skill – learned in the primary grades and reinforced 
every year that the person remained in school so it is an “over learned” skill.  Whereas 
the spoken word literally goes in one ear and out the other, writing can stay in front 
of someone and be retained.  Knowing this that people can still read provides another 
strategy to deal with repetitive questions – you write the answer on a notepad and refer 
the person with Alzheimer’s to the notepad!

16.  Truthfulness may not always be the kindest response.
As the person loses memories he/she can no longer enter into your reality.  Confronting 
that person with a reality such as the death of a loved one may actually be cruel. 
Forcing a person with a severe memory problem to hear a “truth” will cause emotional 
pain. It is better to validate the feelings the person is expressing rather than make him/
her face a reality that is totally gone from memory.


