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Speech and Language Therapy 
 

Cognitive communication difficulties 
 

This information is for families and carers. 
 

What is a cognitive communication difficulty?  

Communication is complex and involves many aspects of thinking and 
social skills.  
 
Cognitive communication difficulties often occur when there is damage 
caused to areas of the brain involved in executive functioning such as, 
attention and concentration, memory, reasoning, problem solving and 
planning. 
 
Difficulties with executive functioning can also cause problems with 
communication. 

 

What causes cognitive communication difficulties? 

Some of the main causes of cognitive communication difficulties include: 

• dementia 

• brain injury 

• brain tumours 

• stroke 
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People with cognitive communication difficulties may experience 
difficulties with: 

• attention and concentration. They may find it difficult to multi-task and 
divide attention between different activities or people. 

• memory 

• cognitive fatigue. The person can become easily overloaded with 
information. This may cause them to feel overwhelmed, ‘switch off’, or 
become frustrated and angry. 

• reasoning and problem solving 

• reduced speed of information processing 

• social communication e.g. taking turns in conversations and not using or 
‘reading’ non-verbal cues accurately, such as facial expressions and 
body language. They may also produce inappropriate comments or 
words e.g. increased swearing. 

• managing and regulating emotions 

• insight into their difficulties. Often people with cognitive communication 
difficulties have reduced insight into their condition. This can make it 
difficult for them to adapt or change behaviours as they are not always 
aware there is a problem.  

 

The role of the Speech and Language Therapist (SLT) 

An SLT can assess communication difficulties. If cognitive communication 
difficulties are identified, the SLT will listen to the person with these 
difficulties, finding out what matters to them. The SLT will then work with 
the person and their family/carers to: 

• design a treatment plan 

• design a treatment plan that suits the person with cognitive 
communication difficulties and their family/carers 

• provide advice about ways to help improve communication  

 

Useful websites 

www.alzheimers.org.uk 

www.dementiauk.org 

www.headway.org.uk 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/
https://www.dementiauk.org/
https://www.headway.org.uk/
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Tips for conversation partners 

There are lots of things you can do to help a person with cognitive 
communication difficulties communicate.  

• Ensure the person’s attention is on you before giving information or 
instructions. 

• Where possible, make things more predictable by developing a 
consistent routine. 

• Decrease distractions, aiming for a quiet and relaxed setting. 

• Break down instructions and information into small steps. 

• Give the person time to process what you have said. 

• Look out for signs of fatigue – let the person ‘opt out’ for a while rather 
than expect them to continue fully in the conversation. 

• If the person has some level of insight into their problems, discuss how 
and when they would like you to give feedback, e.g. on any success or 
difficulty they have had in communicating. 

• Support the person in having varied communication opportunities to 
prevent social isolation, e.g. talking to friends, ordering a tea/coffee at a 
café, going shopping. 

• Encourage the person to let you know if they are finding a social setting 
difficult.  

• Encourage the person to move away from a difficult situation to reduce 
the chance of them becoming overwhelmed or angry. 

• Ask questions and use reminders to help the person stay on topic. 

• Make it clear when you are moving to a new topic. 

• Avoid sarcasm, and use of non-literal expressions, e.g. “Once in a blue 
moon”. People with cognitive communication difficulties can find it hard 
to understand this type of language. 

• Encourage the person to make eye contact when talking if they don’t 
find it too stressful. 

• Support the person in the use of diaries, wall planners, notepads, 
smartphones, voice recorders, Post-It notes or any reminder system 
that suits them. 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Be aware of any related cognitive problems that may affect the person’s 
independent use of strategies, e.g. someone with a memory problem 
may need help with remembering to write something down or where to 
put their diary. 

• Be honest and speak to the person if their behaviour or use of language 
is socially unacceptable or offensive – try to do this discretely and in 
private. 

 

Adult Community Speech and Language Therapy  

First Floor 
Newfield House 
Kingfield Road 
Coventry  
CV1 4DW 
Phone: 024 7696 4081 

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact  
024 7696 4081 and we will do our best to meet your needs. 

The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 

Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements 
and recognise members of staff who provide a good 
service. 

Have your say. Please scan the QR code and on the 
webpage enter code 0145 or search for Community 
Adult Speech & Language Therapy to go to the 
feedback page for the service.  
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