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Relational communication in dementia care: Supporting
identity, autonomy and inclusion for culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) older adults

Communication in dementia care is often framed as a technical
challenge - solved through interpreter access or translated
materials. Yet for older adults from ethnically diverse
communities, language barriers are deeply relational, affecting
trust, autonomy, and emotional wellbeing. This presentation
introduces a relational model of communication that reframes
communication difficulties, language reversion and care
navigation as identity-affirming processes requiring continuity,
empathy, and cultural understanding.

Drawing on a qualitative systematic review of 51 international
studies and early findings from a PhD study on older Polish
Australians living with dementia, the presentation explores how
evolving care needs intersect with ageing in place. It highlights
the role of family and chosen support networks in bridging
communication gaps and co-creating culturally safe care
environments. The RECAP framework (Relationships, Empathy,
and Cultural understanding through Access and Participation) is
proposed as a practical model for embedding relational
communication into dementia care.

The presentation will share lived experience insights, policy
implications, and practice recommendations for workforce
development, service design, and community engagement. It
contributes to the broader conversation on personhood, dignity,
and inclusion in dementia care — moving beyond compliance to
connection.
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A practical, rights-based framework to support identity,
autonomy and inclusion for older adults from culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds.

Communication is for everyone. CALD makes the system more
fragile

Communication matters for everyone. In dementia care efficient
communication shapes trust, autonomy, consent, safety,
belonging and quality of life. CALD contexts function as a quality
“stress test”: when services reliably support diverse languages
and cultural frames (including in-language support and
interpreter engagement), communication pathways become
clearer, safer, and more inclusive for everyone. When we get
communication right for people living with dementia across
languages and cultures, we improve quality, dignity and
inclusion for everyone, not only for those who need in-language
support.

In CALD contexts (Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
communities in Australia), the system fragility is caused by
practice gaps around: language mismatch, interpreter-
mediated encounters, different norms around consent and
decision-making, stigma, and reliance on informal networks to
navigate services.

RECAP offers a practical way to meet the ‘stress test’: turning
language access into relational safety, autonomy and inclusion.
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Key sector term: in-language support: a whole-of-pathway
approach that enables understanding and participation
communicating in the person’s preferred language. In-language
support requires: bilingual capacity and interpreter engagement
and providing in-language information* and culturally grounded
navigation* and community-connected support*).

*in a co-designed person-tailored user-friendly format
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Rights-based anchor: Communication is not a “nice-to-have

Australia’s Aged Care Act 2024 (Cth) establishes a Statement of
Rights (Part 3), including rights linked to autonomy, privacy,
connection to significant persons, and person-centred
communication.

Government guidance on the new rights-based Act explicitly
links quality care to respecting identity and communicating in
preferred language (including interpreters where needed).

Policy alighment: The National Dementia Action Plan 2024-
2034 centres equity, human rights, inclusion, workforce
capability and carer support — creating a strong policy context
for operationalising relational communication.

What RECAP is (take-home)

RECAP = Relationships, Empathy, Cultural understanding
through Access and Participation.

Take-home line: Interpreter access is necessary, but not
sufficient. RECAP is how we turn access into dignity, autonomy
and inclusion.



























