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How do we nurture life as Friends for those 
experiencing dementia or other cognitive 
changes? 
  
How can we support that of God in one another 

in the face of cognitive, emotional and 

behavioral challenges?

 

 

 

Additional resources: 
 

Daniel Kuhn, Jane Verity, The Art of Dementia Care, 
2008, Thomson Delmar Learning, Clifton Park, NY. 
 
Joanne Koenig Coste, Learning to Speak Alzheimer’s, 
2003,  Mariner Books, Houghton Mifflin Company, 
Boston, New York.  
 
John Zeisel, Ph.D., I’m Still Here, 2009, Avery, New 
York. 
 
Alzheimer’s Association –www.alz.org 

Alzheimer’s Disease Education and Referral Center –
http://www.nia.nih.gov/Alzheimers/Publications/reso
urcelist.html   

The Alzheimer’s Project (HBO, Videos) 
http://www.hbo.com/alzheimers   

 

http://www.alz.org/
http://www.nia.nih.gov/Alzheimers/Publications/resourcelist.html
http://www.nia.nih.gov/Alzheimers/Publications/resourcelist.html
http://www.hbo.com/alzheimers


What is Dementia?  

Dementia is not a specific disease, but a group of brain related symptoms 
that cause changes in intellectual and social functioning.  Alzheimer’s 
disease is one cause of dementia. A symptom of dementia is memory loss, 
but not all memory loss is dementia. Someone with dementia may forget 
where they are, how to care for themselves, or what to do with everyday 
objects. They may feel frightened, and even suspicious. Friends and family 
may not know how to communicate, comfort or be with the person in the 
ways they are used to being together. The following points may help you 
cope and make connections: 

 The term ―memory loss‖ actually refers to a loss of the ability to access 
memories, not the loss of memories themselves. Still, this is a significant 
loss to a person experiencing it and their loved ones. Allow yourself to 
grieve and validate the loss you feel.  

 Often, old pictures, familiar places, smells or music can help a 
person access memory, and when that happens, enjoy! However, testing or 
criticism when a person can’t remember does not help and may add to 
confusion and frustration. Try being with your friend ―in the moment‖, 
appreciating life and beauty that is present. Sensory experiences such as 
smells, tastes, sights and sounds do not require memory to be enjoyed. Life 
has much to offer right outside our door, and someone with dementia can 
remind us to pay attention to sparkling pavement, bird calls, a magnificent 
sky, or everyday things that are inherently strange or funny. Marvel. 

 The essential spirit of a person remains even when memory or 
cognitive skills are lost. A person with dementia can feel and express love, 
compassion, humor, anger, wonder and grief. They can feel lonely or isolated 
when not included, as anyone can. Someone who is grieving or angry, even if 
we are not quite sure why, needs to be recognized and validated. Those who 
work with people even in late stage dementia have observed communication 
and acts of kindness that transcend words. We all need opportunities to give 
– perhaps through a familiar task such as rolling pie dough or chopping 
vegetables, holding a baby, petting a dog, or listening.  

 

 “ Live in love and learn from one another.” * 

Essential Skills for Dementia Care:  Daniel Kuhn and Jane Verity in The Art 
of Dementia Care, cite these essential skills in caring for someone with 
Dementia: 

 Empathy      Respect      Playfulness 

 Encouragement   Love    Understanding 

Tips for Communication: 

 Even if the person does not seem engaged, remember they are 
present–always include the person in your dialogue. 

 Approach from the front with a friendly smile and eye contact. 

 Use the person’s name to get their attention, and give them your 
attention, undivided. 

 Be aware of  your own body language—try to be relaxed and open 

 Speak clearly and slowly, but using adult words 

 Always validate feelings. 

 Remember that another’s reality may not be yours. Try simply to be 
with the person in acceptance and love. Correction of facts may only 
lead to frustration. 

 Talk about things present– the sky, her dress, the flowers. Accept that 
you need to repeat yourself, remember that a person with short term 
memory loss will often forget something very quickly after hearing it. 

  Listen with loving kindness to what the person is repeating. Listen for 
a need they cannot express, a story they need to tell.  Listen with your 
heart, even if you have trouble understanding their words. 

 If you have trouble seeing past what has been lost, try for a moment 
to focus lovingly on one beautiful thing about the person– their 
laughter, their hands, the color of their eyes. This may help ground 
you to be present with the essential spirit of the person you are with. 

 
 “Let the Friendly Testimony that there is that of God in everyone lead us 
to cherish every human being…”*           

*PYM Faith and Practice, 2002             Resources                                                                 


