Cognitive Caring

Understanding Emotional Language in
Dementia:
What Patients Are Really Saying (With Scripts)

In dementia, words often do not mean exactly what they seem. As memory, language, and reasoning change,

people may express underlying emotional needs using familiar phrases. Understanding the meaning behind

these statements can help caregivers respond in a way that reduces distress, builds connection, and improves

care.

Why Emotional Language Changes

* Memory loss affects the ability to express needs
clearly

¢ The brain relies on older, familiar phrases

* Emotional needs become more prominent than
factual accuracy

« Stress and confusion make communication less
precise

* The person may not be able to explain what they
truly feel

Common Statements & What They May
Mean

“I want to go home”
— May mean: I feel unsafe, anxious, or
overwhelmed

“I want my mother”
— May mean: [ need comfort, reassurance, or
protection

“You're not my spouse”
— May mean: I'm confused or don’t recognize you
right now

“Someone is stealing from me”
— May mean: I lost something and feel out of
control

“I don’t trust you”
— May mean: I feel confused or unsafe
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Core Principles for Responding

¢ Focus on the emotion, not the exact words
¢ Do NOT correct or argue about facts

« Validate feelings before redirecting

e Stay calm and reassuring

« Enter their reality rather than forcing yours

What to Say (Real-World Scripts)

¢ “You sound like you need some comfort—I'm

here with you.”

J

¢ “That feels really important. Let’s sit together.’
* “You're safe. I've got you.”

¢ “Tell me more about what you're feeling.”

« “Let’s figure this out together.”

What NOT to Say

 “That doesn’t make sense”

* “You're wrong”

* “We already talked about this”
« “Stop saying that”

These responses often increase distress and

confusion.

How to Decode Emotional Needs

Ask yourself:

¢ Are they anxious?

¢ Are they lonely?

e Are they uncomfortable or in pain?

e Are they overstimulated or tired?

¢ Do they need reassurance or familiarity?
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Helpful Strategies

 Use calm tone and body language

o Offer reassurance frequently

 Use touch (if appropriate) for comfort
¢ Maintain consistent routines

 Use familiar objects, photos, or music

» Redirect gently after validating feelings

If Emotions Escalate

e Stay calm

» Lower your voice

e Give space if needed

¢ Re-approach gently later

Example:
“I can see this is really upsetting. I'm here with you.”

Impact on Caregivers

¢ Can feel confusing or frustrating

» May feel repetitive or illogical

e Important to remember this reflects brain changes

« Learning to interpret emotional language reduces stress
 Seek support when needed

Final Notes

* Words in dementia often reflect emotional needs rather than literal meaning.
¢ Understanding the feeling behind the words improves communication and care.
» Connection matters more than correction.
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