DEMENTIA COMMUNICATION GUIDELINES

The Stewart Assessment Ward, St Helens Hospital kindly provided these guidelines.  It is recognised that each person with dementia has individual needs; however there are some general approaches that can improve overall well-being

· Eye contact should be made every time you come into contact with a person who has dementia

· Your non-verbal communication is very important; it can make the person with dementia feel safe, if managed correctly.  Your facial expression should be relaxed and friendly.  Your body posture should be non-threatening, for example, avoid towering over the person and use gentle touch when appropriate.  The tone of your voice is important too; it helps if you can talk calmly, honestly and at a relaxed pace

· ‘Outpacing’ the person with dementia can cause him/her to experience feelings of ill-being.  Even if you are in a hurry, try to slow down to their pace.  If you are feeding or dressing someone, please do so in a relaxed way

· Approaching the person from the front and at eye level will reduce the likelihood of the person becoming agitated.  The observations at the Hospital suggest that people lash out when their personal space is invaded without warning.  Sometimes people who have dementia do not recognise people or objects that are outside their immediate visual field

· Hand objects to the person at eye level and within six inches.  Name the object and, if necessary, place the person’s hand on the object to help them start off the action (e.g. drinking tea, brushing hair)
· Whenever you can, adopt a running commentary.  This simply means talking out loud to the person about what has just happened and what is about to happen (e.g. “Phyllis, I’m glad you enjoyed your breakfast, we’re going to sit in the lounge now”)

· Please do not talk to other people about the person while in conversation with others.  It is preferable to include the person in a conversation (e.g. “I’m just telling Rose what a bad night you had, do you feel tired?)

· The person’s well-being is most important.  Please consider this before you step in.  (e.g. If the person is clearly enjoying a meal and managing perfectly well with the wrong cutlery or just with his/her fingers, it might be best not to interfere.)
· It is important to validate the person’s feelings whenever you can.  Try not to get into a disagreement about facts.  For example, if the person says they are hungry but it’s nearly mealtime, don’t try and get them to understand this, find a small snack such as a biscuit to tide them over.  Or if they incorrectly identify an object or picture, make a conversation from it, for example “Yes, I can see why this picture looks like Liverpool to you, when was the last time you went there?”

· Finally, please try and make a special effort with a quiet person.  Often these people are not demanding and they can be at risk of being starved of human contact throughout the day.  A brief chat can make an enormous difference to their well-being.  If the person can’t speak, try and stroke their hand and make friendly, reassuring eye contact during the day 
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