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Towards a Better
Communication
with Dementia

Patients

John Surya
Tokyo Metropolitan University of
Health Sciences

1980s, the
importance of tackling the problem

From around the
of Japan’s aging society has become
prominent. The aging of Japan’s
population has progressed rapidly
due to the following factors: (1) the
rapid decrease of the birthrate and
(2) the prolongation of the average
In 2000, the average life

expectancy was 77.72 years for men

life span.
and 84.60 years for women,
remaining the highest in the world.
According to the latest estimation,
Japan would become a “super-aging
society” with one out of four would
be aged 65 or older by 2014.
(Japan’s Health, Labor and Welfare
Ministry)

The rapid aging of the Japanese
society and the downscaling of the
WOrry

family size made people

about the long-term care of the
elderly as the largest uneasiness in
the old age. The number of old
people to be cared is expected to
increase throughout the country,
from about 2 million (1993) to 2.8
million (2000), and to 3.9 million
(2010).  (Japan’s Health, Labor and
Welfare Ministry) This problem is
further compounded by the fact that
the number of senior citizens who 1is
bedridden  or
dementia and in need of regular

suffering  from

care 1s increasing.

As most of us live longer and want
to remain independent in our own
home, health providers and family
members are likely to be working
with increasing numbers of people
with memory problems. Statistically,
between four and five per cent of
people over 65 years old are affected
by dementia; this figure increases to
20 per cent of over 80 year olds.
There are also senior -citizens
suffering with normal age related
memory loss, who may need an
understanding of their difficulties
and more sympathetic support. In
order to remain safe at home, older
people méy need a range of
supports, from meal-delivery service
to advice regarding social and

health benefits and entitlements.
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The objective of this article i1s to

examine 1deas and care
interventions which might be useful
and helpful to the health care
providers and family members in
their

suffering from dementia.

relationships with people

Definition

The clinical definition of dementia

is irreversible damage to brain
tissue most commonly caused by the
lying down of protein plaques and
neurofibrillary tangles in the brain
cells: ( Alzheimer’s Disease, Wilcock,
1998 ).

when brain cells supplied by broken

Vascular dementia occurs

or blocked arteries die. It is known
to be difficult to diagnose early
the

between early dementia and age

dementia, since difference
related memory loss is difficult to
differentiate. Only time passing
will clarify the difference.
practical terms it is sensible to deal
signs
symptoms. These can be measured

In

with the presenting and

by the patient and their carer and
be by

commonsense techniques.

many  can managed

The early signs of dementia that
give rise to concern are to do with
failing memory, difficulties in doing
things and confusion. The failing
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memory may lead them to forget
where things are, forget that they
have started to turn on and heat a
bath or cook rice, forget something
they have just been told, or been
unable to find the correct name or
word, even fail to recognize someone
familiar. They may have spatial
awareness problems and be unable
to put their clothes on correctly.
They may have problems with
orientation when out driving or
walking, or lose their once familiar
way. It is important to recognize
these symptoms can also be caused
by stress, depression or nutritional
deficiencies and therefore are
potentially treatable. A full physical
blood

pre-requested to making a diagnosis

and examination is

of dementia.

It is not uncommon for people with
normal age related memory loss to
feel
confused and forgetful through the

‘stupid’ and then be more

stress caused by worrying about it.
The effects of stress caused by
family tension, bereavement or
financial worries can have similar
effects on memory and behavior to
dementia. Depression is more
common in elderly people as they
become less able to do things and
this also has a negative effect on

memory. Many elderly people are



also coping with physical illness
such as diabetes, failing sight and
the
ability to cope effectively with daily

hearing which can reduce
life, and their memory. A formal
assessment for dementia can often
result 1n false positive
because these peripheral
affect the

concentrate

cases
1ssues
ability to
the

person’s
and answer

guestions correctly.

While recognizing that mental

faculties can fail, it 1is also
important to remember that
emotions are not lost. In fact,

emotions may become heightened
and more openly expressed because
the social control that most of us
exert over our feelings and behavior
may be lost. People may become less
inhibited, and they may express
their deepest feelings of sadness,
anger or frustration.

Coping Strategies

Old age has often been referred to
as a second childhood. dJust like a

small child, a confused older person

cannot make much sense of their
surroundings, leading to feelings of
insecurity. And when people feel
insecure they look for handholds to
ground them. This security seeking
behavior can be similar too a small

child clutching onto the mother’s
hand, refusing to be left alone.
Similarly, a confused older person
can shadow their carer and be
frightened to let them out of their
sight. The difference is that the

child becomes increasingly
independent whereas the older
person suffers increasing

deterioration and regression into
further dependence. It follows that
sudden and sharp reactions on the
part of the carer will only worsen
the by
increasing amounts of reassurance,

problem. However,
patience and time may help things
stay calm.

The handholds used by people with
dementia include early memories. It
helps them to reminisce about
earlier stages in their life when
they felt good about themselves,
when they had a significant and
meaningful role. Recalling their
childhood, school, family and work,
their marriages and their children,
produces a “feel good” factor which
can restore self esteem. And it is
always worth remembering that
their memories may be further
triggered and stimulated by you

sharing yours.

The old adage ‘use it or lose it’ can
also be applied to people with
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dementia. In the early stages they
could practice doing the activities
and hobbies they enjoy so as to keep
the movement patterns alive. They
need encouragement to do jobs in
the kitchen and around the house
for as long as it is safe to do so. An
over protective spouse or carer may
do more harm than good by taking
over too many tasks themselves,

even if it is quicker!

Overcoming Short-Term
Memory Loss

We know that short-term memory is
the first affected and there are a
number of commonsense coping
strategies which can help overcome
this problem. Writing things down
as much as possible: shopping lists
that include which items to buy in
which shop and detailing the route
to be taken.

include

Day/diary planners
all activities from
teeth

medication to feeding the pet cat or

can

brushing and  taking

dog and putting the garbage out.
Days that might seem ordinary can
look more exciting when all the
details down in

are written

chronological order. Another useful

technique is to encourage people to
say things out loud. This may be the
name of a newly met person:
introduction and

repeated on
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departure; or it may be the answer
to a question, and by confirming the
answer verbally it is more likely to

be retained.

Dealing with Time Warp

There may be occasions when carers

and family members find
themselves in situations which they
don’t know how to handle. The

confused older person sometimes
seems to be in a time warp. They
would talk about their parents as if
they were still alive, or they behave
aggressively towards a visitor for no
reason. Using reality
the
person that their parents would be

apparent

orientation and reminding
over 100 by now and in fact they
died several years ago may not
The

person may become angry and upset

produce the desired result.
at being criticized. It is suggested
here that the best tactic is to
encourage them to talk about their
parent: ‘Tell me about him or her.
What did you enjoy doing together?
And other pertinent topics.

Making relationships is not easy for
people with dementia. They are
driven inwards by their gradual
losing touch with the world, and
this to be
consideration. We need to make

has taken into



more of an effort to get closer to
them by engaging them ourselves
and not expecting a relationship;
rather, we should give more than
take.
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