
Features of dementia

Dementia
Dementia is a progressive disease of the brain in which thinking and remembering become progressively
more difficult over time. People with dementia have increasing problems concentrating and have difficulty
remembering new things, keeping track of things and thinking clearly. Sometimes people with dementia
exhibit unusual behavior because the disease makes it difficult for them to express their needs. This can
be very challenging for people in their surrounding. 

What is “normal” in old age?
Occasional forgetfulness: Sometimes
things are forgotten that you remember
later.
Slower thinking: It sometimes takes a
little longer to understand things or
make decisions.

What can be the first signs of dementia?
Frequent forgetting of names, appointments or events.
Problems finding the way around familiar surroundings.
Difficulty finding the right words.
Mood swings: often sad, anxious or angry.

What to do if dementia is suspected?
General practitioner: First point of contact if dementia is suspected
Neurologist/psychiatrist: Doctors who specialize in dementia
Memory outpatient clinic: Memory outpatient clinic of Vienna General Hospital, Währinger Gürtel 18-20, 1090
Vienna, +43 1 40400-35470

Dealing well with people suffering from dementia
“Every behavior has a reason” (Naomi Feil)

Empathetic and respectful communication
Reduces stress and anxiety
Improves well-being

Acceptance of feelings without criticism 
Use of sensitive language 

In the advanced stage, when talking is hardly possible, communication through music, touch or
movement can maintain the relationship.

Sources:
https://www.meinmed.at/therapie/validation/1764
https://www.demenz-hilfe.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Media_Library_Demenzhilfe/validation-faq.pdf
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/alzheimers-disease/in-depth/memory-loss/art-20046326
https://www.schwabe.at/validation/
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If you suspect you have dementia, please contact your doctor!

Active listening:
Ask questions to really understand the person 

Simplify the person's everyday life
Talk about positive memories  

Forgetfulness Difficulty making decisions Loss of hobbies and
social contacts

Mood swings
Difficulty

with thinking
Problems

with speaking Problems with
orientation

Difficulties with 
walking and swallowing
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Understanding and accepting feelings:
It is important to take the feelings of people with dementia seriously and respect them. If they
say something that is not logical to us, it is important to understand that it usually makes sense
to them. For example, if an older person says that their husband, who has actually already died,
is coming home soon, you should not contradict them, but ask how it will feel when he comes
home.

Mirror feelings:
You should repeat the feelings and words of the person with dementia so that they feel
understood and valued. For example: “You're feeling sad today, aren't you?”

Communicate without speaking:
Many people with dementia cannot communicate well with words. You can help them by
touching them, making empathetic eye contact and playing music. For example, you can hold
their hand and sing a song together. 

Incorporate their biography:
It often helps the person to remember nice events in their life. Asking the person questions
about them can have a calming effect and trigger positive feelings. You could also ask the
person to do things that they used to do often. For example: “Would you like to help me chop
vegetables?”

 Phase 1: Partial orientation
            The person is partially and at first glance normally oriented - but often behaves differently than before.

 Phase 2: Time confusion
The person lives in the past in their thoughts and is often not interested in our reality. As a result, the person is

often not oriented in place, time and situation. They do not know where they are or what is happening.
        Phase 3: Repetitive movements

      The person often makes the same movements to compensate for language problems and to express their
feelings and needs (sounds, movements, facial expressions, gestures).

 Phase 4: Vegetating
          The person is very quiet, withdraws (into themselves) and reacts little to their surroundings.

Communication according to Naomi Feil

Communication in the case of dementia
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Validation according to Naomi Feil

The course of dementia

Sources:
https://www.meinmed.at/therapie/validation/1764
https://www.ppm-online.org/krankheitsbilder-senioren/demenz/validation-demenzpflege/
https://demenz-portal.at/aktuelles/validation-bei-demenz-die-grundsaetze/

In the 1990s, Naomi Feil (gerontologist) developed a method for communicating with people suffering
from dementia. Showing respect, acceptance and empathy, shown to help reduce stress and anxiety in

people with dementia, thereby increasing their well-being, enjoyment of life and quality of life. 
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