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Communication
Introduction

Here are some things that you can 
do to help improve communication 
with the elderly.

Elderly people experience 
communication difficulties for 
a variety of different reasons. 
Communication difficulties 
can be particularly frustrating 
to elderly people and lead to 
feelings of depression and 
isolation. It can be equally 
frustrating for carers if 
communicating with the person 
that you are caring for is difficult.

l It is important that they have their 
hearing and eyesight tested. A visit to 
the dentist to make sure dentures fit 
well, as this may have an impact on 
their communication.

l If the person has difficulties following 
conversations, it is important that you 
have their attention before you start 
the conversation.

l Look to the environment, is it noisy? 
Is the TV or radio loud? These 
can be distracting if there are any 
communication difficulties.

l Sit face to face with the person and 
give them your full attention. Watch 

their lips when they are speaking, as 
this will help you to understand what 
they are saying.

l Try to use short sentences, do you 
want a drink?, hot or cold?,  tea or 
coffee?,  milk?

l Breaking down the information into 
small chunks makes it easier for the 
person to understand and follow what 
is being said.

l Encourage the persons attempts to 
communicate, nodding/shaking their 
head, gestures, facial expressions. 
These are all important parts of 
communicating.

Difficulties with communication 
can involve:

Speech  the production of sounds 
which make up words.

Language  the ability to understand 
what is being said and 
being able to use relevant 
words and sentences 
within a conversation.

Reading   the ability to read written 
information.

Writing   the ability to convey 
information to written text.



Communication difficulties can 
develop after a stroke or head injury 
and as a result of some illnesses. 

If the person you are caring for has 
difficulty expressing themselves, 
give them plenty of time to get their 
message across. Let them know 
you have plenty of time to listen. If 
necessary you can ask them to break 
the message down to small chunks, or 
one word at a time. 

The person’s speech may deteriorate 
when they are tired or stressed. 
Or they may not be able to think 
of the right words. If the person is 
struggling, encourage them to give 
short responses in order to minimise 
fatigue. Try to have conversations with 
the person when they are not tired.  

It may be appropriate to use other 
means of communication in order 
to help get the message across e.g. 
pen and paper, pictures etc. Ask 
the person what would help them to 
communicate.

Be aware how quickly you change a 
topic of conversation when speaking 

with the person. A quick change of 
topic can be difficult for a person 
with communication difficulties. It 
can make it hard for them to follow 
the conversation and it may also 
result in them feeling left out of the 
conversation.

Any communication difficulties 
should be assessed by a speech and 
language therapist. This assessment 
would provide personalised 
information which would help you 
to communicate effectively with the 
person who has communication 
difficulties. Any such difficulties should 
be assessed as early as possible in 
order to ensure that you are able to 
give the best care possible.

If you can, try to discuss with them the 
difficulties that they are having with 
communication. Encourage them to 
get help. You can ask the GP to be 
referred for the speech and language 
assessment. When you feel more 
knowledgeable about these types 
of difficulties, it can increase your 
confidence about how to manage 
them.
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