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Nonverbal Communication between Patients with Dementia and Their Nurses in
an Elderly Care Institution

Yi, Myungsun

Professor, College of Nursing, Seoul National University

Purpose: The purpose of the study was to describe nonverbal behaviors of nurses in communication with patients
with dementia in an elderly care institution in Korea. Methods: Conversation analysis was utilized to analyze the
data which were collected using video camera to capture non-verbal as well as verbal behaviors. A total of 66
episodes of everyday conversations were analyzed using seven nonverbal categories: affirmative head nodding;
illustrative gestures; patient-directed eye gaze; smiling and/or laughing; forward leaning; affective touch; and
instrumental touch. Results: Among seven categories, patient-directed eye gaze(94%) was the most frequently
utilized among nurses followed by affirmative head nodding(67%) and forward leaning(67%), while smiling was the
least used(32%). Affective touch was identified in 39 episodes(59%). Among them, the most frequently touched
area was hand or handshaking(59%) followed by shoulder or back, arm, and face. There were wide differences
among nurses in terms of using affective touch, ranging from 0% to 98%. Nonverbal behaviors were more frequently
identified in effective episodes than in ineffective episodes. Conclusion: Actively utilizing effective nonverbal
behaviors may help geriatric nurses in promoting communication and in establishing rapport with patients with
dementia.
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(Guerrero et al., 1999; Kim & Chang, 2004).
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Table 1. Overview of non-verbal communication categories
(N=66)

Number of episodes in which

Non-verbal categories non-verbal behaviors is shown

n (%)

Affirmative head nodding 44 (67)
Illustrative gestures 30 (45)
Patient-directed eye gaze 62 (94)
Smiling and/or laughing 21 (32)
Forward leaning 44 (67)
Affective touch 39 (59)
Instrumental touch 18 (27)

(94%). TIBHE 913 2FEALel B0 A2l oF 1m of
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Table 2. Non-verbal communication based on expressive

style (N=66)
Effective communica-  Ineffective commu-
tion(empathic or sup-  nication(authorita-

Non-verbal portive expressions)  tive, competitive, or

categories (n=55) dodging expressions
(n=11)
n (%) n (%)

Affirmative 38 (69.1) 5(45.5)
head nodding

Ilustrative 28 (50.9) 19.1)
gestures

Patient-directed 54 (98.2) 8(72.7)
eye gaze

Smiling and/or 21 (38.2) 0(0)
laughing

Forward 42 (76.4) 1(9.1)
leaning

Affective 37 (67.3) 3(27.3)
touch

Instrumental 15 (27.3) 2(18.2)
touch

(F1=2 XHA)
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