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Why is effective
communication
important? 
Better interactions = better life
Have you ever had communication break down with a loved 
 one you are trying to help?

Improving your interactions with your loved one can help you
find more joy, and less stress, in caregiving.

Not only do strong skills help you, but they also help your
loved one feel more connected, and stay healthier.

Communicating is more than talking

Recognize the impact of context
Improve face-to-face conversations
Focus on active listening
Optimizing for loved ones with dementia
And more!

How you verbally deliver your message is only one piece to 
 effective communication. In this guide you will also learn to:



Recognize the tendency to
stereotype older adults,
then conduct your own
assessment in real time

Why this is important
It is human nature to rely on stereotypes to reduce our
uncertainty regarding how to respond to situations. 

While these shortcuts can be helpful in some situations, in the
case of older adults, if you just categorize your loved one as
elderly, then you may feel a greater degree of certainty
concerning how to interact with them appropriately.
Consequently, beliefs about older adults—especially
concerning diminished abilities—can lead to inappropriate,
perhaps even demeaning, responses toward them.
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How to do it
Recognize your stereotypes and watch your thinking
Ask your loved one questions that may dispel your
presumptions
Use these initial questions to ground your assessment in
reality, and adapt your communication to the actual, not
stereotyped, abilities at the present moment 



Avoid speech that might
be seen as patronizing to
an older person, known as 
 "elderspeak" 

Why this is important 
People sometimes address older adults in a style of speech
characterized by the use of simplified vocabulary, endearing
or diminutive terms (e.g., sweetie, cutie), and exaggerated
intonation. 

Elderspeak, which is like "baby talk" for elderly, may make
some older adults feel disrespected and powerless and can
lead to actual physical health consequences. Among older
adults with Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of dementia,
being addressed with baby talk can result in more resistance
to care and more aggressive behaviors.
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How to do it
Avoid using terms of endearment (e.g., honey, darling)
Avoid using high and variable pitch. High pitch may be
difficult for those with hearing issues, and extremely
variable pitch produces an irritating tone
Avoid using simplified vocabulary. Studies show older
adults maintain their existing vocabulary as they age 



Monitor and control your
nonverbal behavior 

Why this is important 
Nonverbal communication encompasses eye contact, facial
expressions, tone of voice, speech rate, speech volume, body
positioning, use of space, and other behaviors. The nonverbal
behaviors that you do or do not exhibit when interacting with
older adults can have a profound impact on both your
effectiveness in presenting information and the quality of
your relationship with the other person.

The additional cues provided by nonverbal behaviors may
facilitate accurate information processing by older adults who
have vision or hearing impairments or require additional time
for processing.
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How to do it
Maintain eye contact instead of focusing on other things
Increase your speech volume slightly in the case of a
hearing impairment, however avoid shouting as it raises
the pitch of your voice–making you harder to hear 
Align physical cues with your words. If you say you are
concerned, be sure to actually look concerned 



Age-related hearing loss makes it difficult for older adults to
understand and remember speech in the presence of
background noise, especially multiple competing
conversations. Although older adults can compensate to
some extent by devoting more cognitive resources to
comprehending what is being said, this effort may be at the
expense of other comprehension processes such as drawing
inferences or storing the information in long-term memory.

Conversing in a quiet environment helps to improve the your
loved one’s recognition of spoken words, freeing brain energy
for other comprehension processes such as integrating
concepts with knowledge to better understand the message.

Minimize background
noise

Why this is important 
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How to do it
Ensure the environment is as quiet as possible
Close a door, window, or turn off a TV that may be
creating background noise
Do not have important conversations in loud settings



Face loved ones when you
speak with them, with your
lips at the same level as
theirs 

Why this is important 
Older adults with age-related hearing loss often try to
compensate by reading the speaker’s lips. Even older adults
with substantial hearing loss will supplement whatever they
can hear (e.g., intonation) with lip reading. This is possible only
if the older adult can see the your lips, preferably at face level.
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How to do it
Meet your loved one at eye level, if they are seated, you
should sit as well. If they are standing or are in a raised
bed, you should stand
Face your loved one directly, do not speak from the side,
cover your mouth, or eat while talking



Pay close attention to
sentence structure when
conveying critical
information

Why this is important 
Although many aspects of functioning are well preserved into
late adulthood, short-term memory does decline. Short-term
memory is critical in processing complex sentence structures,
particularly sentences with embedded clauses.

Long and complex sentence structures challenge memory
because understanding the entire sentence involves holding a
number of “pieces” of information simultaneously in short-
term memory.
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How to do it
Avoid embedded clauses. “The keys are on the counter” 
 is good. “The keys, which are on the pink keychain, are on
the counter” has an embedded clause 
Cut embedded clauses into their own sentences: "I left
the keys on the counter. The keys are on pink keychain." 



Use visual aids to clarify
and reinforce key points 

Why this is important 
Visual aids can reduce the need for complex verbal
description as well as the cognitive effort required to
understand these descriptions. 

By simply pointing to a graphic, both speakers and listeners
can accurately and easily refer to visually shared information.
Shared visual aids also help conversational participants
coordinate their attention on key information.

Visual aids are better able to illustrate complicated
relationships among concepts compared with using words
alone.
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How to do it
Use accessibility-friendly designed graphics that have
large text and high-contrast colors
Limit irrelevant information on visual aids
Coordinate the conversation around the visual aids, using
them as a guide for the sequence of conversation 



Ask open-ended questions
and genuinely listen

Why this is important 
One of the complaints expressed most frequently by elderly
about their care is that their caregivers do not listen to them.

Asking patients open-ended questions has the potential to
elicit useful information, assess your loved one's mental and 
 physical state, create an active dialogue (rather than a
monologue) between you and  your loved one, and ultimately
improve health outcomes.
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How to do it
Do not simply fire off a series of yes/no questions
Formulate questions in a more open-ended format that
allow your loved one to address the question from their
point of view and in their own words
Practice active listening when being spoken to
Ask questions and paraphrase what the has been said to
clarify meaning and show that you are truly listening



If your loved one has
dementia, ask different
types of questions
according to your goal 

Why this is important 
Questions should not “test” the your loved one with dementia.

If your communication goal is to gather information—to get a
specific answer and complete a task—use closed-ended
choice questions or yes/no questions. If your goal is to
encourage conversation with no urgency, use open-ended
questions.
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How to do it
Use close-ended questions for gathering specific
information. Choice questions: "Would you like pasta or
rice?", Yes/no questions: "Are you hungry?"
Ask open-ended questions for encouraging conversation,
but focus on questions that require semantic memory (i.e.
knowledge of words, concepts, rules) rather than episodic
memory (i.e. knowledge of a specific past event) 



Verify listener
comprehension during
the conversation 

Why this is important 
Successful communication involves establishing common
ground. Common ground is more likely to be achieved when
the speaker seeks—and the listener provides—explicit
evidence that presented information is understood.

Actively seeking verification of comprehension affords you
an opportunity to clarify the intended message if needed and
tailor the information to the your loved one.
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How to do it
Use "teach-back" techniques: “I want to make sure I
explained everything clearly. If you were trying to explain
to me how to take this medicine, what would you say?”
Make conversation collaborative–rather than focusing
only on explaining, infuse a focus on comprehension
throughout the flow of conversation 



Information provided by the Gerontological Society
of America. Visit here to learn more.

Become a Member

Caregiver support when
and how you need it
Givers is a caregiver wellness and support platform, helping
family caregivers with savings, resources, and community. 

Get a debit card to silo expenses and find savings &
reimbursements, a dedicated caregiving coach, and access to
an exclusive caregiver community and resources. 

https://app.joingivers.com/sign-up?utm_source=guide&utm_medium=download&utm_campaign=communication
https://gerontology.ku.edu/sites/gerontology.drupal.ku.edu/files/docs/GSACommunicating%20with%20Older%20Adults%20low%20Final.pdf

